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The Evolution of the Socio-political Situation 
of the Republic of Türkiye in the 20th Century – 

Efforts Towards the Europeanisation 
of the Society and State

Abstract

The events related to the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the proclama-
tion of the Republic of Türkiye contributed to a complete departure from 
the system of constitutional monarchy in favour of a parliamentary democ-
racy. Owing to the decisions on Europeanisation and implemented reforms, 
i.e., adopting a Civil Code based on the Swiss code, a Criminal Code re-
fl ecting the Italian code, a Commercial Code underpinned by the German 
code (1924), and the transition to the Latin alphabet which replaced Arabic 
(1928), as well as education reforms (1925), women’s suffrage (1934), and the 
introduction of surnames (1935), etc. the Turkish people became a European 
society, aware of their rights and obligations. The transition from a single-
party regime to a multi-party period (1946) allowed for democracy to be 
consolidated. Türkiye’s participation in strictly European and international 
political and military organisations was of vital signifi cance and turned the 
country into an extremely important state. Its failed efforts to join the EEC, 
and, subsequently, the European Union, resulted in Türkiye abandoning its 
interest in this form of cooperation (1997).
The socio-political transformations that took place in the 20th century, 
highlighted in this article, characterise this dynamically changing period. 
The evolution of the views of Turkish society was clearly marked in the 
second half of the 20th century, which led to serious changes in the mind-
sets of the Turkish people and completely altered the image of the country 
post-2002, allowing the newly established Justice and Development Party 
to assume power (2002).

Keywords: Democracy, Kemal Ataturk, Türkiye, Turkey, Ottoman Empire
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Introduction

The Ottoman Empire allied with the Central Powers in the First 
World War only to emerge defeated (Bayraktar, 2005). As a result of the 
Armistice of Mudros (1918) (Mondros, 1995), Istanbul and a sizeable part 
of Anatolia were occupied by the troops of the Triple Entente. Pursuant 
to the decision of the Versailles Conference, in 1920, in Sèvres near Paris, 
a peace treaty was signed with the participation of the delegation of the 
Sultan government under which the Empire was to be partitioned. The 
treaty provided for the preservation of the former Ottoman possessions 
in the form of a rump state in northern Anatolia with Istanbul as its 
capital.

The Turkish people accepted neither the occupation nor the terms of 
the peace treaty. A Turkish resistance movement and partisan units be-
gan to form, which gave rise to the establishment of an army in Anatolia 
under the leadership of the Ottoman army offi cer Mustafa Kemal Pasha 
(1881–1938), and a war for Türkiye’s integrity and independence broke 
out (1919–1922) (Mondros, 1995).

In 1920, in the small town of Angora (now Ankara) in central 
Anatolia, a people’s government was established that led to a successful 
end of the War of Independence (Wituch, 1983). The Sultanate was 
abolished in 1922, and the Treaty of Lausanne in 1923 acknowledged the 
existence of a sovereign Turkish state, although its territory comprised 
only Anatolia and eastern Thrace. The European powers dictated their 
terms to the newly-formed state. Every single resident of the country, 
including foreigners, were subject to Turkish courts. War reparations 
claims were relinquished, and Türkiye undertook to protect its citizens 
regardless of their religion, nationality or language. Greece and Türkiye 
executed an agreement on compulsory population exchange. The 
Greeks residing in Anatolia (numbering about 900,000 people) were 
displaced to Greece, and about 400,000 Turkish Muslims (except those 
living in Western Thrace) were displaced to Türkiye. The Republic of 
Türkiye was proclaimed on 29th October 1923, and the formation of an 
entirely new state within ethnic borders with a new republican system 
began. The country’s reconstruction from the devastation of the war 
commenced, and public, administration, judiciary, education, and army 
institutions were formed in place of the former, now obsolete Ottoman 
establishments. Along with the War of Liberation, three ideologies, 
promoted by the Ottomans, were irretrievably lost: pan-Turkism, 
Ottomanism, and pan-Islamism. Following a military victory (resulting 
in the Armistice of Mudanya being signed in 1922), the movement for 
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national sovereignty went through a phase of pluralism (until 1925), 
after which an authoritarian government was introduced and the 
implementation of reforms began.

Socio-political Reforms Following the Proclamation of 
the Republic of Türkiye and the Reign of Mustafa Kemal 

Pasha (Atatürk) (1923–1938)

The following words of Mustafa Kemal (Atatürk), the fi rst president 
of the young Republic of Türkiye (Jevakhoff, 2004; Volkan, Itzkowitz, 
2007; Sonyel, 2003): “Peace in the country, peace in the world”, or, “Yurtta 
sulh cihanda sulh”, guided the policy of the new state. The focus was on 
improving the situation of the devastated and neglected Anatolia, and 
the issue of achieving and catching up with what modern civilisation 
brought became a priority. Over time, in the 1930s, the Kemalist move-
ment emerged, which gathered together ardent supporters of the nation-
alist trend propagating the idea of Turkism, aimed at creating a modern 
European state. 

The power formally rested in the hands of the parliament, which elected 
the government and the president. In the years 1925–1945, there was 
basically a one-party system in Türkiye. During that time, the Republican 
People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisı, CHP), i.e., Kemalists, were in 
power (Velidedeo�lu, 1973; CHP, 2022; Gökberk, 1997). The opposition 
parties of the time were weak and infrequent.

The so-called republican period in the history of Türkiye can be divided 
into stages whose timelines are marked by important political events. The 
fi rst stage covers the years 1923–1938/40, ending with Atatürk’s death in 
1938. During this period, as a result of political, social and cultural reforms, 
there were fundamental changes in the nation’s life (Süslü, 2002).

Secularism has been enshrined in the constitution over a period of time 
in Turkey gradually. The Constitution of 1924 stated that “the religion of 
the Turkish Republic is Islam.” In 1928 however, Islam as the state religion 
was removed from the constitution. Finally in 1937 secularism as a con-
stitutional principle was added to the constitution in 1937. (Küçükcan, 
2011). In the new constitution adopted that year, Türkiye was proclaimed 
an entirely secular state (Öktem, 1972). Religious schools were closed and 
Sharia courts, or, courts based on Islamic law, were abolished, religious 
brotherhoods were dissolved, and their property confi scated. In lieu of 
Koranic law, new codes were introduced; that of the civil which abolished, 
inter alia, polygamy. New criminal and commercial laws based on Western 
models (namely, Swiss, Italian, and German) were also introduced. Women 
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were granted passive and active voting rights (1934) (Chmielowska, 2008). 
The metric system and the Gregorian calendar were offi cially adopted. 
There was even a clothing reform. In connection with the abolition of 
titles and the introduction of surnames in 1934, in place of the previous 
names and cognomina, the Turks chose their own surnames. Due to its 
central location, Ankara became the capital and began its transformation 
into a modern city (Kołodziejczyk, 2003). The government, striving to 
become independent from foreign capital, pursued a policy of economic 
statism. State monopolies (on matches, tobacco products, alcohol, and 
salt) were introduced and mines, railways, ports, power plants, etc., were 
being developed (Özgür, 1975). However, the country’s dependence on 
foreign powers and capital persisted due to the lack of its own resources 
for the development of larger industry. The rural areas remained back-
ward and suffered from a lack of investment. The position of Aghas (great 
landowners) was not affected, and the reforms covered a narrow strata 
of society. Among the villagers, craftsmen and small merchants, Muslim 
traditions were still alive and customary law was followed by the majority 
of the population. The disparity between full political rights granted to 
women and their actual situation was growing. Türkiye was also affected 
by the great economic crisis of 1929–1930. In 1935, the fi rst fi ve-year in-
dustrialisation plan was announced and the policy of statism enabled the 
foundations of Turkish industry to be created and foreign trade to be de-
veloped. Attempts were made to modernise the country in order to catch 
up with Western civilisation, but they also strived to create a cultural and 
artistic environment that would be loyal to Turkish nationalism, without 
rejecting the idea of Europeanisation. In the fi rst period of the republic, 
which lasted sixteen years, the government was committed to the devel-
opment of the country in all areas.

After Atatürk’s death in 1938,1 power was assumed by his former 
comrade-in-arms Ismet Inönü, who tried to continue the policies of his 
great predecessor (Inalcik, 2020; 2010).

Hard Times 1945–1950

Türkiye remained neutral for a long time during the Second World War, 
and declared war on Germany only in February 1945 (Seydi, 2006), but in 
April 1945, Türkiye attended the San Francisco conference as a founding 
member of the United Nations and committed itself to implementing dem-
ocratic principles by signing the UN Charter. At the same time, problems 

1  In 1934, the Grand National Assembly granted him the title of Atatürk (Father 
of the Turks).
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in relations with the Soviet Union arose, as the Turkish government be-
came increasingly more engaged with Western policy, especially with the 
U.S. The years 1945–1950 were characterised by fundamental transforma-
tions of the political system, economic policy, and foreign relations. It was 
a period of democratic transition. In 1945, there was a split in the ruling 
Republican People’s Party (Velidedeo�lu, 1973), which resulted in the foun-
dation of the Democratic Party in 1946 by a group of deputies (Karpat, 
1959).2 Referring to Atatürk’s ideas, they promised material assistance to 
villagers, advocated for economic liberalism, and demanded that the policy 
of state capitalism be revised. They also saw the importance of Islam in the 
social life of the Turks. The party was chaired by former Prime Minister 
Celal Bayar, a close associate of Atatürk at one time. At the same time, sev-
eral other parties, both right-wing and left-wing, including those socialist 
in leaning, were established. However, at the end of that year, the parties 
were dissolved, their dissolution occurring in the face of charges of spread-
ing communist propaganda, with their leaders being arrested and brought 
to trial. Subsequently, parties that propagated the observance of the prin-
ciples of Islam were established, parties which also shared the fate of the 
left-wing parties.

Democratic Transition: 
the Democratic Party Government 1950–1960

In 1950, the Democratic Party won the elections thanks to the sup-
port of the wealthy bourgeoisie and religious Muslims (Tunaya, 1952). 
Adnan Menderes became the Prime Minister, Celal Bayar was elected the 
President, and Ismet Inönü became the opposition leader. In lieu of a sin-
gle-party system, a multi-party system began to function. The centre-right 
Democratic Party gained popularity owing to its programme of limiting 
state interference in economic affairs and attracting maximum private 
capital (domestic and foreign), as well as changing the attitude towards 
the Muslim religion. The ideas of democracy were, however, openly vio-
lated. Once Menderes assumed power, the practice of the summoning to 
prayer from mosques in Arabic – the language of the Koran – was restored, 
which had been prohibited since Atatürk times. The government also al-
located signifi cant funds to the building of mosques. Religious education 
was allowed in secular schools, the Faculty of Theology at Ankara Univer-
sity was established wherein the Koran was taught in Arabic. During this 
period, there was a liberalisation of the economy and a modest reduction 

2  In the elections of 1946, the CHP won 391 seats.
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in state bureaucracy. The authorities became interested in the situation 
in the countryside, and electrifi cation and road development began. The 
initial period of Menderes’ government was marked by some economic 
recovery, triggered by an increase in U.S. aid. Investments, although cha-
otic, contributed to the reduction of unemployment.

In terms of foreign policy, the government further strengthened its 
orientation towards the West. In 1952, Türkiye joined NATO (Nitecka-
Jagiełło, 1981), and in 1955 signed the Baghdad Pact (later renamed 
CENTO) with Iran, Pakistan, and the United Kingdom to contain Soviet 
expansion towards the Indian Ocean. Within NATO, the Turkish army 
was the second (after America’s) most powerful armed force (Poznańska, 
1970). Menderes, despite his successes in foreign policy and an increase 
in national income, enjoyed little support among the Kemalist elite. 
From the mid-1950s, the economic situation deteriorated signifi cantly. 
Ill-considered investments and government decisions led, inter alia, to 
overproduction and a decline in selling prices, which in turn resulted in 
a debt surge and budget defi cit. The only people who strongly supported 
the government were rich villagers and landowners. The effects of this 
chaotic and pro-infl ationary economic policy were, however, increas-
ingly alarming. The Turkish currency became one of the most unstable 
in the world. Chaotic industrialisation failed to prevent further imports 
of industrial goods and other consumables, resulting in a constantly 
negative trade balance in the country and exacerbated infl ation. The 
middle classes, which were economically the most disadvantaged, were 
particularly dissatisfi ed and began to support the opposition.

There were attempts to save the deteriorating economic situation with 
the support from the West in the form of loans (the so-called stabilisation 
loan), which temporarily stopped infl ation and stabilised the currency. At 
the same time, the majority of citizens, even though not to the same extent, 
enjoyed the improvement of their economic situation under the Democratic 
Party as compared to the post-World War II years. It was particularly 
experienced by the villagers, who were almost entirely exempt from paying 
taxes by Prime Minister Menderes and benefi tted from other favours as 
well. In the cities, capital gains grew faster than wages and salaries, and 
merchants and industrialists enjoyed their successes. Despite the improved 
situation in the rural areas, mass migration from the countryside to the 
cities began in those years. This time, the Anatolian villages were not only 
abandoned for seasonal work, but the residents moved to cities and towns 
on a permanent basis. Unfortunately, only a small percentage were able to 
fi nd employment there. In terms of infrastructure, cities were not prepared 
for the constant infl ux of such a large number of new inhabitants. Slums, 
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the so-called gecekondu (houses built overnight) began to be erected in 
the outskirts. At the end of the 1950s, the budget defi cit amounted to half 
a billion Turkish pounds. In 1959, the U.S. declared that Türkiye would 
not receive new loans, and the majority of Turkish society began to publicly 
oppose Menderes’ government. The ruling elite was accused of generating 
economic instability, a repressive policy, and blamed for the high costs 
of living. The Democratic Party’s response was the purge of journalists, 
offi cials, and scientists. The popularity of Ismet Inönü and his Republican 
People’s Party (Nitecka-Jagiełło, 1981) inevitably grew. Adnan Menderes 
and the Democratic Party’s ten years of ruling failed to bring expected peace 
and stability. It was, in fact, to the contrary; it tightened the police system 
even more.3 However, in the opinion of experts, the democratisation of the 
country during Menderes’ 10-year rule certainly overweighed authoritarian 
tendencies. In fact, the military used the abovementioned argument to 
intervene in the democratic system. The military aimed at re-establishing 
its tutelage over the country as they perceived themselves as “the guardian 
of the state”.

The Second Turkish Republic 1960–1980

In May of 1960, the Turkish army executed the fi rst coup. A group of 
military men overthrew Menderes’ government, and sentenced him and his 
closest associates to death by hanging. This was the beginning of the next 
stage in Turkish history, which lasted until 1980 and a subsequent military 
coup (Nitecka-Jagiełło, 1981). As a result of the coup, the National Unity 
Committee assumed power, headed by General Cemal Gürsel. Among 
the members of the Committee, Colonel Alpaslan Türkeş turned out to 
be extremely infl uential, representing the most radical wing demanding 
a comprehensive reform of the political system. In December 1960, the 
incumbent National Unity Committee was dissolved, which was a sign 
that the authorities were returning to parliamentary democracy. The ban 
on political activity was lifted and new political parties were allowed to 
register and take part in elections. Eleven new parties applied (besides the 
long-established Republican People’s Party and the Republican Villagers 
Nation Party). One of the crucial new parties was the Justice Party (Adalet 
Partisi),4 whose main objective was the full vindication of dismissed 

3  On 31st August 1960, the activities of the Democratic Party were suspended, and 
on 29th November of that year, it was dissolved.

4  The actual electoral base of the Democratic Party were large cities, while the 
Justice Party was predominantly supported by affl uent people from rural areas and 
smaller provincial towns.
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offi cers and arrested Democrats. It was considered a continuation of the 
Democratic Party.

To revive the economy, the so-called State Planning Organization was 
founded in Ankara, which designed a 15-year development plan, spread 
over three, fi ve-year plans. The military promptly handed over power to 
civilians and, in 1961, parliamentary elections took place. Following the 
elections, a coalition government of the Republican People’s Party and 
the Justice Party was created, led by Ismet Inönü with the participation of 
smaller parties and independent members. Inönü was unable to implement 
the previously announced reforms. In 1961, however, a draft of a new 
constitution was passed that was more liberal than its predecessor from 1924 
and allowed for a wide spectrum of political activity, both left and right.5 
The main goal was to prevent a monopolisation of power and so, due to this, 
a second house was introduced – the Senate (senato), and all legislation had 
to be passed through both houses. The Senate was to be an elected body, 
with the exception of a group of senators appointed by the president. An 
independent Constitutional Court was also established. The judiciary, public 
media and universities were granted complete autonomy and a full range of 
civil liberties were incorporated.6 There are also other comments that the 
1961 constitution justifi ed a military coup and the closure of the Democratic 
Party. The role of the army was established by creating the National Security 
Council, which was the strongest obstacle for the democratisation of the 
country until the AK Party re-organised civil/military relations. 

The strictly secular, or even anti-Islamic, policy from prior to 1945 
was not reinstated, but the constitution prohibited the use of religious 
slogans for political purposes. It was not possible to change the structure 
of state-owned industries, state monopolies were not affected, and crafts 
continued to play an important role. Türkiye’s economic development 
was dependent on the world market. Agriculture was characterised by 
great disproportions, the most developed agricultural lands were to be 
found on the Aegean and Mediterranean coasts, while the most economi-
cally primitive region was Eastern Anatolia. Low productivity, insuffi -
ciently irrigated lands, defi cient fertiliser and equipment supplies, soil 
erosion, and population growth necessitated food import. 

5  The fi rst party to enjoy the support of young intellectuals throughout the 1960s 
was the Workers’ Party of Türkiye, founded in February 1961.

6  The New Turkey Party, which can be considered a continuation of the Liberty 
Party, founded by dissidents of the Democratic Party in 1955, received approximately 
14% of the votes. 13.4% voted for the conservative Republican Villagers Nation Party. 
In total, the parties considered the successors of the Democrats remained the greatest 
political force in the country.
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The government undertook the implementation of a project from 
as early as the 1930s in the form of the development of Southeastern 
Anatolia (GAP, Güney-Doğu Anadolu Projesi), incorporating the develop-
ment of an agricultural and industrial base in the region, the construction 
of 22 dams and 19 hydropower plants on the Euphrates and the Tigris, as 
well as an increase in industrial production and employment growth. It 
was, however, unable to resolve any of the pressing challenges and to carry 
out the necessary reforms. Social tension grew and ideological disputes 
intensifi ed on an unprecedented scale. Previously-banned trade unions 
began to be revived. Both the workers and the intelligentsia became radi-
calised. In the 1960s, mass migrations from villages to cities intensifi ed, 
and large cities were surrounded by slums.

The social distrust in the new government generated an economic 
slowdown and paralysed private investment. In 1962, Türkiye’s national 
income amounted to 18 dollars per capita, which classifi ed it amongst de-
veloping countries. What is more, the extreme Muslim movement was 
reactivated which was perceived as an attack on the state’s secularity. 

1965’s parliamentary elections were won by the Justice Party, and its 
chairman, Süleyman Demirel, became the Prime Minister. The President 
in the years 1966–1973 was Chief of Staff Cevdet Sunay. The main chal-
lenge the head of government had to face was to maintain unity within 
his cabinet and the party since the electorate of the Justice Party were 
industrialists, merchants, craftsmen, villagers, landlords, religious reac-
tionaries, and liberals – in the ideological dimension, they had very little 
in common.

The second half of the 1960s was a period of economic recovery 
in Türkiye. Economic growth surged and real incomes were almost 
constantly rising. One of Demirel’s most signifi cant accomplishments 
was to convince the army that the country could be ruled by civilians who 
were the successors to the Democrat Party overthrown by the military just 
fi ve years earlier (Zürcher, 1993). At the same time, the government was 
constantly battling left-wing organisations and their representatives, and 
in 1966/1967 an attempt was made to purge schools and universities in 
order to remove leftist teachers. Demirel focused on the development of the 
private and state sectors, and received loans from the OECD – 175 million 
dollars and 200 million marks from the government of the Federal 
Republic of Germany. What actually truly helped the Turkish economy, 
was the former agreement on the mass shipment of Turkish workers to 
Germany, signed in 1963. The Turkish economic crisis coincided with 
the economic boom in the Federal Republic which, for an overpopulated 
Türkiye plagued by unemployment, was an enormous help. Every Turkish 
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person with a passport, a medical certifi cate and a contract for employment 
in any establishment could go to Germany for an indefi nite period of time. 
They earned money themselves and, thanks to foreign remittances, they 
contributed to the reduction of the country’s debt.

In 1964, the foregoing agreement entered into force known as the 
Ankara Agreement, allowing the free movement and settlement of Turkish 
people in EEC countries. Not long thereafter, there was an uncontrolled 
infl ux of guest workers to Western Europe, the majority of whom were 
staying illegally, without a work permit. In 1964, there were 10,000 
Turkish workers in West Germany, a number which had risen to 133,000 
by 1965, and to 600,000 by the end of the 1960s.

In 1969, the Justice Party won the parliamentary elections again and 
Demirel formed another government. However, the unresolved economic 
crisis led to violent demonstrations and strikes involving workers and 
students. They demanded higher wages, jobs for the unemployed, better 
social welfare, social reforms, the closing of the U.S. bases, and a peace-
based foreign policy. The repressions against demonstrators only exac-
erbated the waves of anti-government demonstrations and terrorist at-
tacks.

Due to a serious internal crisis in 1971, the military forced Süleyman 
Demirel to resign. Disputes among numerous parties resulted in fre-
quent changes of government. The balance of power was disturbed, and 
the infl uence of the private sector over politicians was more profound. 
Short-term “nonpartisan governments of experts” were established. The 
country was still in disarray, with leftist terrorism and demonstrations 
brutally suppressed by the authorities with the support of the police and 
the military. A state of emergency was introduced in eleven provinces. In 
1972, Amnesty International published a report on the torture of political 
prisoners. In 1973, retired Admiral Fahri Korutürk was elected president, 
and the Republican People’s Party won the election, which formed a coa-
lition government with the National Salvation Party, a conservative party 
inspired by Islamic values and ethics. This government, among others, 
granted amnesty to political prisoners.

The Constitutional Court repealed the laws of 1971 prohibiting rallies, 
mass gatherings, and demonstrations. The ban on opium poppy cultiva-
tion, imposed by the U.S. government, was also lifted. A new Law on 
Land and Agricultural Reform was passed, but nevertheless, the popula-
tion in cities doubled. Mass layoffs and the return of Turkish workers from 
abroad contributed to a rise in unemployment. The position of the in-
cumbent Prime Minister Bülent Ecevit was strengthened by the decision 
to invade Cyprus in 1974 in response to a coup by the Cypriot National 



17

D. Chmielowska, The Evolution of the Socio-political Situation...

Guard. Following the dissolution of the coalition due to the dispute over 
the invasion of Cyprus, Ecevit resigned. In 1978, following subsequent 
two elections and three cabinet changes, Bülent Ecevit formed a coali-
tion government, but despite the successes in the international arena, the 
internal situation remained complex. Terrorist acts continued, especially 
in eastern Türkiye, and the opposition insisted on the government im-
plementing a state of emergency. In September 1978, religious confl icts 
turned into an open war between Sunni and Alevis. In December 1978, 
another wave of terror began with a series of murders in Kahramanmaraş. 
Within a week, a hundred people were killed and hundreds more were in-
jured. In order to pacify the situation, the government introduced a state 
of emergency in thirteen provinces.

The economic situation deteriorated. The country was engulfed in 
strikes, workplaces were closed, and employment was reduced. A black 
market emerged, and a grey economy replaced the traditional Turkish 
private sector. The fi nancial support that was expected from Western 
countries came with a year’s delay and was subject to multiple conditions. 
The International Monetary Fund granted a loan, and OECD countries 
granted Türkiye a loan of 1.5 billion dollars, but, despite this, public 
opinion was that Ecevit did not know how to use the aid. The government 
began to gradually lose control over the situation in the country. The op-
position, especially the one centered around Süleyman Demirel, waged an 
anti-government campaign. Türkiye was yet again hit by a wave of terror 
that could not be stopped by the police nor the country’s security services. 
The reason behind this was corruption in their internal structures as well 
as the fragmentation of left-wing political parties, which obstructed ef-
fective surveillance. It was assumed that 70% of the terrorist attacks were 
organised by left-wing youth groups fi nanced by the USSR, and 30% by 
far-right groups linked to the Grey Wolves – the youth faction of the na-
tionalist National Movement Party of Türkeş.

The economic situation was also compounded by an energy crisis, 
caused by a global surge in oil prices in the years 1973–1974. Western 
Europe was also hit by a recession, which resulted in a decline in the 
demand for Turkish goods and guest workers. Besides the signifi cant 
reduction in foreign currency revenue to the Turkish state budget, there 
was a risk of a large-scale return of Turkish workers from the West. 
Türkiye was committed to enabling their citizens to work abroad, but the 
EEC rejected its requests to increase the quota of Turkish workers and to 
grant them the same rights as those enjoyed by immigrants from other 
Mediterranean countries. Reluctant to implement actions recommended 
by World Bank and OECD experts, Türkiye decided to take further loans 
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and print worthless money, which led to 90% annual infl ation. Terror, 
the rise of Kurdish separatism, and the activities of ultra-right youth 
groups intensifi ed on an unprecedented scale. This aggravated anarchy 
was disconcerting for the army.

The army command was afraid that terrorist attacks would dissemi-
nate in the east of the country, which could turn into an armed Kurdish 
uprising, and therefore, at the end of 1978, a project for armed internal 
intervention was created under the name Operation Bayrak (Flag).

In 1979, hundreds of factories and companies were sold for next to 
nothing, and their owners with families fled the country. The buyers 
of these enterprises often became millionaires not long thereafter. 
The National Security Council extended the state of emergency to 
six more provinces. In the by-elections to parliament in 1979, the 
Republicans lost their majority, prompting Süleyman Demirel to form 
a minority government. Following another wave of terror, which again 
caused dozens of casualties, Chief of General Staff Kenan Evren handed 
President Korutürk a letter in which he indicated the army’s readiness 
to intervene should political forces fail to take control of the situation in 
the country. The threat from right-wing extremist terrorist groups grew, 
unemployment rose, and infl ation skyrocketed which triggered another 
coup in 1980. The military, yet again, assumed power.

The Third Republic 

Following the military coup, the civilian government was abolished, 
the parliament was dissolved, and parties and trade unions were prohibited 
from any political activity (Parla, 1993). General Evren offi cially became 
the head of state, and the National Security Council became the highest 
authority in Türkiye, and was comprised of the Chief of Staff and 
commanders of the land forces, the naval forces, the air force, and the 
military police. Within three years, the military government brought peace 
to the country and eradicated terror, except in eastern Anatolia, where 
Kurdish guerrillas remained active. In a draft of the new constitution 
in 1982, the powers of the president and the National Security Council 
were expanded, whereas the freedoms of the press and trade unions as 
well as civil rights and liberties were limited. In a mandatory referendum, 
91.4% of citizens expressed their support for the new constitution. 
Following the adoption of the constitution and the establishing of Evren’s 
position as president, the next stage in the reconstruction of political life 
in Türkiye began. In the summer of 1983, a decision was made to transfer 
power to civilians by holding general elections.
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Only three new parties were allowed to take part: the Nationalist 
Democracy Party, the People’s Party, and the Motherland Party (ANAP) 
with Turgut Özal. The Motherland Party won the elections, taking 45% 
of the votes. These elections were to answer a fundamental question 
regarding the kind of economic system the country would choose (Turkuia 
Basin-Yayin, 1983). Would it be statism, the foundations of which were 
laid by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in the 1930s and which was supported by 
the military, the members of the Nationalist Democracy Party, and the 
Kemalists? Or would there be a neoliberal system, the greatest proponent 
of which was Turgut Özal – the country’s chief economist? After the 
elections, he became the Prime Minister and, in the 1980s, he played the 
most signifi cant role in shaping the country’s policy. Following a military 
coup, Özal was invited to form a government of experts as a deputy minister 
with extraordinary powers in the economy, and then he began the fi rst 
reforms to liberalise the fi nancial sector, consisting in suppressing 
infl ation through a remuneration freeze and a policy of high interest 
rates. He was backed by the army, which was ready to suppress any 
resistance. Özal was a politician, but above all he was an economist who 
tried to lead Türkiye out of economic depression. He forwent statism 
combined with the privatisation and decentralisation of the economy, 
and he also liberalised trade and introduced lower taxes. During his 
government, the telephone network and roads were developed, and 
electricity was brought to the provinces which signifi cantly increased 
the citizens’ standards of living. Nevertheless, signifi cant disparities 
between the regions of the country persisted, especially between the 
provinces and the Mediterranean and Aegean cities that were experiencing 
a tourism boom at the time. Unemployment remained high. Turgut 
Özal’s rule generally had a positive effect on the economic situation in 
Türkiye. The army’s level of participation in political life was declining, 
basically being limited to interventions in the event of any violations of 
the principles outlined by Atatürk. As a result, democracy developed, 
compulsory religion classes in schools were restored, the banking system 
developed and further integration with European structures continued, 
which culminated in Türkiye’s application for accession to the EEC in 
1987. Türkiye, in line with its pro-Western foreign and economic policy, 
tried to apply for full membership in the European Union for years.

In 1991, the government introduced constitutional changes to human 
rights as well as the political system, including increasing the number of 
deputies in the National Assembly and lowering the voting age to 18 years 
of age. At the request of the government, the Assembly allowed for the use 
of the Kurdish language in private and approved the removal of articles 
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prohibiting class or religious politics from the Criminal Code. These re-
strictions, however, were maintained under the constitution.

Terrorist acts committed for political purposes were considered 
a crime. The new Anti-Terror Law that was introduced at that time nev-
ertheless defi ned the concept of terrorism very broadly. In the following 
years, a signifi cant number of lawyers, activists of international organisa-
tions, journalists, and writers could successfully be prosecuted and judged 
on its basis (Gevgilili, 1990; Turkish News Agency 2000).

The parliamentary elections in 1991 were won by Sülejman Demirel’s 
party, the True Path Party, in second place was the Motherland Party, and 
the Social Democratic People’s Party recorded a disappointing outcome. 
The Welfare Party (Refah) achieved its best result, but it was the result of 
a tactical alliance with the ultranationalist Nationalist Movement Party 
of Alparslan Turkeș.7 Demirel formed a coalition government with the 
Democrats.

Prior to the elections, both opposition leaders declared that if they 
won, they would indict President Turgut Özal, but the president re-
mained in offi ce after the election. The relations between the president 
and the government were, however, strained from the outset, since the 
parties that supported the government were united in the common goal 
of disposing of the legacy of the 1980s, which the president epitomised. 
After June 1996, Türkiye was ruled by a two-party coalition with Prime 
Minister Necmettin Erbakan (the Welfare Party) and Tansu Çiller (the 
True Path Party), who was both the Minister of Foreign Affairs and the 
Deputy Prime Minister.

The new, liberal government programme promised constitutional 
changes, more academic freedom, the freedom of the press, democratisa-
tion, and respect for human rights. To begin with, the infamous Eskișehir 
prison was closed, but the liberalisation reform package was stopped by 
the right wing of the True Path Party, and the government was forced to 
put the reforms on hold. The number of fatalities in a series of political 
murders by the Revolutionary Left urban guerrilla movement reached ten 
per month after 1989. The victims were usually judges, policemen, and 
retired government offi cials involved in intelligence work or the drafting 
of martial law. The Kurdish uprising (organised by the PKK, recognised 
as a terrorist organisation in Turkey) in the South-east escalated rapidly 
as the economy continued to weaken and infl ation soared. Moreover, the 
government was plagued by President Özal’s continued interference and 
fi libustering.

7  In the years 1983–1993 the Nationalist Movement Party operated under the 
name ‘The Nationalist Task Party’.
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The early 1990s were marked by increased activity in new party forma-
tion. There was a split in the Nationalist Action Party – a group closely 
associated with the ideas of Turkish-Islamic Synthesis8 formed the Great 
Unity Party (Chmielowska, 2018).

A split also occurred in the Social Democratic Populist Party when 
Deniz Baykal, after an unsuccessful overthrowing of the leader Erdal 
Inönü, recreated the Republican People’s Party. Some veterans of 
Menderes’ Democratic Party joined forces and, 32 years after its ban, 
formed their own party, while Menderes’ son, Aydın Menderes, founded 
his own Great Change Party. The unexpected death of President Turgut 
Özal in 1993 due to a heart attack turned out to be more of a shock than the 
division of the political scene. Despite the resentment towards him and 
the turmoil and confl icts related to his presidential term of offi ce, public 
opinion felt that a man of great signifi cance to modern Turkish history 
had passed away. Many considered him the second greatest reformer of 
the state after Atatürk.

A month after Özal’s death, Süleyman Demirel became the ninth 
president of the Republic of Türkiye. Tansu Çiller, a female professor of 
economics and the Minister of Economy in Demirel’s government, won 
the election to become the next party leader. Her appointment as Prime 
Minister provided a modern image for both the party and the country. 
Together with Yılmaz’s takeover of the Motherland Party, it seemed to her-
ald a change in political leadership dominated by fi gures such as Demirel, 
Ecevit, Erbakan, and Türkeş. Although Çiller entered a most grand politi-
cal scene under Demirel’s tutelage, her agenda was more aligned with Özal’s 
(she was very pro-American and supported the free market). She wanted 
to transform Türkiye into a modern state, but her lack of negotiating and 
mediation skills led to early elections not long after. Also, in the coalition 
party of Social Democratic People’s Party, Erdal Inönü left politics and was 
replaced by Murat Karayalçın, the former mayor of Ankara, who became 
Deputy Prime Minister, but not a member of parliament.

The Tansu Çiller government was dominated by three issues: the econ-
omy, the Kurdish question and the problem of the observance of human 
rights related thereto, as well as relations with the European Union. The 
greatest challenge for the coalition government came from the Welfare 
Party (Refah), which was revealed during municipal elections in March 

8  The ideological system developed by the main ideologist of the Intellectual’s 
Hearth (Aydınlar Ocağı) and its chairman, Ibrahim Kafeso�lu, was called “Turkish-
Islamic Synthesis”. The basic tenet of this ideological system was that Islam is par-
ticularly attractive to Turks because of the number of similarities between their pre-
Muslim culture and the Islam civilisation.
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1994. The true winner was Erbakan’s Welfare Party, whose support almost 
doubled. They owed their success to great organisation, the mass charac-
ter of the party, as well as to its message, contained in the slogan: “adil 
düzen” – “Just Order”. It was victorious in fi fteen of the largest cities in 
Türkiye, including Ankara and Istanbul. The generals were wrong, it was 
not the Welfare Party that Islamised Türkiye, it was Islam that had been 
present for centuries which led to the creation of such a party.

Erbakan claimed that a return to the roots of Islam would bring pros-
perity. He was an engineer, educated in Germany, where he had worked 
in the arms industry. After returning to Türkiye, he became a professor of 
technical sciences. He did not have a proper religious education, nor was 
he an expert on Muslim law. In the mid-1990s, the Welfare Party func-
tioned more as a social welfare agency than as a political party. It gained 
the support of not only small entrepreneurs, but also the urban poor. The 
party was supported by trade unions, chambers of commerce, women’s 
and youth associations, and was also supported by 50 publishing houses, 
45 radio stations, and 19 TV channels. The Welfare Party clearly created 
the environment for a corporate system within a pluralist democracy.

Secular intelligentsia, who also hailed from big cities, were concerned 
about the victory of the Welfare Party in metropolitan areas. The activists 
of the Welfare Party wanted to change the formula of secularism function-
ing in Türkiye. They demanded a constitutional provision that would 
guarantee the right of an individual to live in accordance with professed 
religious principles. Erbakan was a realist, however, and for the fi rst time 
as the Prime Minister, he supported an association with the European 
Union. This strategy laid the foundations for the cooperation of moderate 
Islamists with moderate proponents of a secular state. His party recog-
nised one of the fundamental canons of the secular state – the prohibi-
tion of Sharia (Islamic law), stating that pluralism and democracy pre-
clude its enforced imposition. The Welfare Party’s mission was to form 
a government with great diplomatic tact and negotiation skills. Although 
it rejected Koranic law, its programme contained a classic set of Islamic 
values: the rejection of socialism and capitalism, the condemnation of 
dependence on the West, the promotion of social justice, cooperation with 
other Muslim countries, along with concern about the development of 
the domestic economy. Charity programmes were extended: schools and 
hospitals were established and cooperatives were founded.

The centre-left, which was traditionally supported by the Alevis com-
munity, was defeated due to internal divisions and personal animosities of 
the party leaders. However, after the election disaster, the parties reunited 
in 1995 under the name of the Republican People’s Party and Hikmet 
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Çetin, the former Minister of Foreign Affairs, became its leader. The 
Democratic Left Party remained under Bülent Ecevit’s leadership. The 
elected coalition government was extremely weak, and, at the same time, 
the European Union clearly made the conclusion of the Customs Union 
agreement dependent upon Türkiye’s implementation of democratisation 
changes.

In 1955, the National Assembly eventually passed the package of 
amendments by a mandatory majority of two-thirds of the votes. They 
provided organisations and trade unions with the right to engage in poli-
tics, allowed civil servants to join trade unions, and also allowed parties 
to form youth and women’s sections within party structures. The voting 
age was lowered from 21 to 18. The changes were, in fact, a compromise 
and did not affect the people that were in power during the period of 
military rule. The detested Article 8 of the Anti-Terror Act also remained 
in force.

In the elections in December 1995, the Welfare Party gained support 
and became the largest party in the parliament, so much so that no stable 
government could be formed without the Islamists. In the new coalition 
government, Erbakan would be Prime Minister for the fi rst two years, 
only to resign from the post in favour of Çiller. Even pro-Western busi-
ness circles recognised that a stable government is more important than 
a secular government. The army, although concerned, showed no willing-
ness to intervene. It came as a surprise to the Western world that a secular 
state was governed by an Islamist not long after concluding the Customs 
Union with Western countries, which was supposed to prevent it. How-
ever, a wait-and-see attitude was adopted.

In the fi rst months, the new government tried to avoid confrontation 
and refrained from using Islamic rhetoric. Six months later, the coalition 
seemed quite strong and stable. It was tolerated more than supported by 
the business community, although it was still criticised by the military 
and heavily attacked by the mass media. The support for Erbakan’s policy 
grew nevertheless. Just before 1997, relations between the government 
and the army began to deteriorate rapidly. National Security Council 
presented the government with a long list of demands aimed at limiting 
the infl uence of Islamists on the economy, education, and the internal 
state administration. The most spectacular postulate was the introduc-
tion of a compulsory eight-year education in primary state schools, with 
the aim of eradicating religious schools, schools which were immensely 
popular among the poorest society members since they offered a free-of-
charge and relatively-safe education in the eyes of conservative Muslims. 
Graduates could continue their education up to university level and gain 
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employment in religious institutions, but in fact they often worked in 
government bodies, so in the eyes of the military and secular circles they 
posed a threat to the secular nature of the state.

Six weeks later, army offi cials presented their demands as an ultimatum 
and an almost open war broke out between the Welfare Party and the army. 
Erbakan survived a vote of no confi dence, but the army continued to mo-
bilise further groups, such as trade unions and employers’ unions, groups 
in favour of secularism and being against the government. 161 offi cers 
were dismissed on suspicion of promoting Islamisation. Under military 
pressure, Erbakan resigned in 1997. President Demirel, to the discontent 
of both former coalition partners, entrusted Mesut Yılmaz with the task 
of forming a government. Under tremendous pressure from the military, 
he created a coalition comprising the Motherland Party (ANAP), Ecevit’s 
Democratic Left Party and the Democrat Türkiye Party of Hüsamettin 
Cindoruk, a group of Demirel’s allies who left the True Path Party. The 
army thus succeeded in carrying out the fi rst post-modern coup.

The main task of the new government was to implement reforms de-
manded by the army. In January 1998, the Constitutional Court banned 
the Welfare Party and even Erbakan himself from the political scene for 
fi ve years, which was subsequently changed into a lifetime prohibition 
on participating in political life. In February, a case was brought against 
the Mayor of Istanbul, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. He was accused of inciting 
religious hatred and sentenced to ten months in prison. A case was also 
brought against MÜSIAD – the largest Muslim business association. In 
the meantime, the Islamists reorganised themselves. In 1998, 41 former 
deputes founded the Virtue Party, and, after having been joined by the 
majority of colleagues from the Welfare Party, it became the largest par-
liamentary group. Yılmaz’s cabinet navigated between the pressure from 
the military and attempts to save the economy. In 1997, infl ation was the 
highest since the foundation of the Republic and additionally, in 1998, 
Türkiye was hit hard by the Russian fi nancial crisis. The government saw 
a lifeline in urgent privatisation, which eventually gave rise to a corrup-
tion scandal involving Prime Minister Yılmaz, who was forced to resign 
in 1998, and new elections were scheduled. Since it was supposed to be 
the fi rst election since the 1997 coup, there was fear of an Islamic coup. 
Geographically, there were clear-cut divisions; the developed west voted 
for Ecevit’s Democratic Left Party, Central Anatolia voted for the national-
ist National Movement Party, and the Virtue Party won the backward East. 
This election result was most likely affected by the sensational detention 
of the Kurdish leader of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), Abdullah 
Öcalan, which strengthened Ecevit’s position. Ecevit’s popularity and 
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generally-recognised integrity, especially when contrasted with the cor-
ruption scandals associated with Yılmaz and Çiller, led to the success of 
the Democratic Left Party. The government formed following the elec-
tions was a coalition of the democratic left, nationalists, and ANAP under 
the leadership of 70-year-old Bülent Ecevit. It may come as a surprise that 
the far-right and the democratic left established a coalition, but, in reality, 
the parties shared similar ideological foundations – they were united by 
nationalism and their belief in a strong state.

The new government was supposed to save the Turkish economy. It 
undertook to tighten fi scal policy and privatisation in return for loans 
from the IMF. It was so busy negotiating the terms that when, in the 
morning of August 1999, a massive earthquake (7.4 on the Richter scale) 
hit the Gulf of Izmit area east of Istanbul, the government was unable 
to react quickly or effectively. The destruction was enormous, and, 
offi cially, the earthquake claimed 15,000 lives, but the unoffi cial number 
was more likely twice as high. In the initial days after the disaster, the 
state and the government seemed to be in a state of paralysis; no rescue 
operations were organised during the crucial fi rst twenty-four hours after 
the quake. The military tackled their own losses, but there was no aid 
provided to civilians. Dozens of countries, including Greece and Israel, 
offered help and dispatched specialist teams and medical assistance, 
but their efforts were met with little cooperation on the Turkish side. 
Supplies of medications and dressings were seized at the border, and 
Osman Durmuş, the ultra-nationalist Minister of Health, tried to block 
foreign aid on the grounds that the Turks did not need foreign blood. 
The clear disgrace of the government authorities angered the public. The 
army was also severely criticised, which was unusual for Türkiye. While 
the government struggled with an economic crisis and the human and 
material losses in the aftermath of the earthquake, the Kemalists fought 
for their return to power. The Islamist Virtue Party was accused in court 
of being a direct continuation of the Welfare Party and, in June 2001, 
the Constitutional Court ruled on its dissolution. Its supporters split up 
and formed two parties: the moderate Justice and Development Party 
of Abdullah Gül and Recep Tayyıp Erdoğan and the Islamist Felicity 
Party. In 2000, Ahmet Necdet Sezer, the president of the Constitutional 
Court, became the tenth president of Türkiye. He enjoyed the prestige, 
but had no political foundations. He was also critical of the government 
and wanted to act independently. In 2001, the President confronted the 
Prime Minister with evidence of corruption in government circles and 
accused him of covering it up for political reasons. This confl ict caused 
a great economic crisis as investors lost confi dence in the stability of the 
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government that signed the agreement with the IMF. Between 2001 and 
2002, the government was fully focused on efforts to keep the economy and 
the fi nancial crisis under control. This task was signifi cantly facilitated 
by the infl uence of Kemal Derviș, the Turkish director of the World 
Bank. He acted effectively, contributing to the stability of the state, but 
the ruling coalition’s credibility in the eyes of Turkish society was forever 
lost (Ortayli, 2007; 2010; 2015; 2018).

Conclusions

Almost 100 years have passed since the events related to the fall of the 
Ottoman Empire and the proclamation of the Turkish Republic, where-
upon the Turkish people became a European society, aware of their rights 
and obligations. The transition from the single-party regime to the multi-
party period (1949) allowed for democracy to be consolidated. Turkey’s 
participation in strictly European and international political and military 
organisations was of vital signifi cance and turned the country into an ex-
tremely important state. Its failed efforts to join the EEC, and, subse-
quently, the European Union, resulted in Turkey abandoning its interest 
in this form of cooperation (1997). The socio-political transformations 
that took place in the 20th century, highlighted in this article, character-
ise this dynamically changing period. The historical facts presented in the 
article emphasise the evolution of the views of Turkish society that was 
clearly marked in the second half of the 20th century, which led to serious 
changes in the mindsets of the Turkish people and completely altered the 
image of the country post-2002, allowing the newly established Justice 
and Development Party (2002) to take the reins of power in the country.

In the end, it was not the economic or fi nancial crisis that brought down 
Ecevit’s government, but the Prime Minister’s conduct. It was suggested 
that he was physically weak and oftentimes emotionally unstable. The 
parliamentary elections in 2002 brought spectacular results. Recep Tayyıp 
Erdoğan’s Justice and Development Party enjoyed a landslide victory and 
won an absolute majority in the National Assembly. Only Deniz Baykal’s 
Republican People’s Party managed to win seats in the Assembly. Ecevit’s 
support, however, plummeted by 95%. The parties in the ruling coalition 
were blamed for the collapse of the fi nancial system. What is more, the so-
called liquid electorate was revealed, and traditional party loyalty seemed 
to be disappearing. Voters were ready to vote for anyone who brought 
hope, and Recep Tayyıp Erdoğan turned out to be that person. Not only 
was he a charismatic leader with working-class roots, but he was also 
a popular mayor of a metropolis he ruled over in 1994–1998. Although 
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in 2002 he was outside the system of power, he gained credibility as an 
effi cient administrator. The Turks voted for him because they believed 
that he could end yoksulluk – poverty, and yolsuzluk – corruption, and not 
because they wanted an Islamic state. The defeat of the true Islamists of the 
Felicity Party (Saadet) in the city of Konya is proof of that. Furthermore, 
most Turks did not see the contradiction between nationalism and Islam, 
and they considered Kemal Atatürk to be the greatest fi gure in the history 
of mankind and still holds a leading place in hearts and minds, even before 
Muhammad, perhaps because he made secularism a true religion.

Summarising the extremely-dynamic and politically-diffi cult 1990s, 
Türkiye was undoubtedly a unique country on a global scale in terms of 
politics and religion. Balancing between secularism, democratic politi-
cal structures, and a strong Islamic infl uence, Türkiye presented itself as 
a state with an incomplete, unconsolidated electoral democracy. A char-
acteristic feature of this system was the political importance of the ex-
tensive apparatus of coercion (army, secret services), as well as religious 
associations and bureaucracy operating alongside constitutional bodies. 
The informal, high position of Islam, fought by the army in the name of 
the constitutional principle of secularism, was acknowledged. The level 
of advancement of democratic change in this insuffi ciently institution-
alised, pluralist-civic democracy showed a tendency to resort to force in 
order to deal with political crises and unresolved ethnic confl icts (such 
as the overblown Kurdish confl ict) and the continued political immo-
bilism. Türkiye was characterised by confl ict within the governing elite 
that destabilised the entire system. Therefore, it is worth emphasising 
that Türkiye was classifi ed in the same group as the majority of Latin 
American countries, India, and the larger part of post-communist coun-
tries.
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Introduction
The Republic of Türkiye was created upon Ottoman parliamentary 

tradition introduced in 1878. However, debates on system change have 
always been on the political agenda. The Turkish political elite has occa-
sionally presented proposals on the need for a shift from a parliamentary 
to a presidential system. Popularising such proposals coincided with the 
times when the political elite needed to eliminate external pressures over 
civilian, democratic politics. The sporadic renewals of such enthusiasm 
for system change were still far from creating fertile ground for a fruitful 
discussion, and debates which were held did not provide informative nor 
critical accounts for the people. 

This pattern vividly demonstrated itself again back in 2007 as an esca-
lation of civil/military tension connected to the selection of the next pres-
ident by the Parliament. The Justice and Development Party (AK Party) 
was the governing political party at that time, and its parliamentary ma-
jority was adequate for electing its candidate as President. It was terri-
fying for the secular republicans, i.e., the military, since they perceived 
the AK Party as an Islamist party. In response, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s 
government put system change at the top of its political agenda, and, sub-
sequently, a change in the system was made possible with an April 16th 
2017 referendum. The details about the newly introduced system, dubbed 
a “presidential government system” (cumhurbaşkanlığı hükümet sistemi), 
were not clear at the beginning. The nature of the system has evolved in 
due course, and has been a politically contentious issue.

Partial, incomplete, and personalised analyses have turned the issue 
into a good example of antagonism. A new phase of confrontational 
politics has become a signifi cant feature of contemporary Türkiye and, 
although the new presidential government system has been adopted with 
the constitutional changes introduced by the April 16th 2017 referendum,  
which entered into force in July 2018, it has had no reducing effect on 
the antagonism between the government and the opposition. Indeed, the 
result of the referendum worked quite to the contrary in that both sides 
closed ranks. New alliances around two main political blocs have formed, 
and this situation does not seem to be transitionary nor short-lived. 
This paper analyses the signifi cance of 2018’s ‘political system change’1 by 

1  Although the 2017 referendum introduced a transition to a presidential (gov-
ernment) system, I have intentionally used ‘political system change’ instead of 
‘governmental system change’. At fi rst sight it may not seem in congruous with the 
terminology of political science. Instead of fi nding the appropriate usage, revealing 
the meanings attributed to the system change has been prioritised. It is quite strik-
ing that the proponents of the AK Party’s presidential government model has opted 



33

Z. Çağlıyan İçener, 2018’s ‘Political System Change’ and Its Impact...

examining the discussions and developments before the 2017 referendum 
and by looking at what it has brought to the political arena. Thus, the 
fi rst part looks at the debates on the constitutional amendments in 
the pre-referendum period, and how the infl uence of yes/no camps 
extended beyond the referendum and plays an essential role in creating 
political blocs as the new representations of party politics. The paper 
aims to fi rstly investigate how system change is realised, and secondly 
how it has modifi ed the formation of such alliances among the political 
parties beyond customary ways. It questions to what extent this novel 
dimension of party politics is sustainable. The second part elaborates on 
the formation of alliances and the efforts to make them functional on the 
way to consensual politics. These two parts are germane to the discussion 
on the relationship between system change and the change in party 
politics. The way the change in the system was realised has intensifi ed 
ongoing debates, deepened the rift among the government and opposition 
parties, and created new alliances out of growing political fragmentation. 
Examining the overall process with a focus on the continuities and 
changes of system debate before and after the 2017 referendum will shed 
light on the new dynamics of the government/opposition relations and 
their infl uence on Turkish democracy. Arend Lijphart’s classifi cation of 
democracies as majoritarian governments versus consensus governments 
will be useful in providing a theoretical base for a discussion on the return 
to a strengthened parliamentary system and its implications for the future 
of democracy in Türkiye (Lijphart, 2012). 

for defi ning the change as a “transformation of the political system” (siyasal sistemin 
dönüşümü) (Miş, Duran, 2017). The new system is said to bring encompassing reforms 
and necessitate a novel political style. Thus, the change is more than mere institu-
tional change (Alkan, 2018, p. 150). It is the refl ection of a previously presented argu-
ment that Türkiye had a long-time (political) system problem requiring a shift from 
a bureaucratic republic to a democratic one that could be solved with encompassing 
state reform and a transition to a presidential system (Yayman, 2016, p. 315). The op-
ponents of the presidential government system perceive the change not only within 
the institutional capacity of the presidency but as a threat to the democratic republic. 
The corrosive infl uence of the new system over all aspects of the country is highlighted 
on the website of Good Party (İYİ Party) (İYİ Parti, 2022). In a memorandum of un-
derstanding of the six political parties, the presidential government system is alleged 
to have brought “arbitrary and unlawful rule” paving the way to the deepest political 
and economic crises of the republic (Güçlendirilmiş Parlamenter Sistem Mutabakat Metni, 
2022). The People’s Democracy Party (HDP), the opposition party outside of any al-
liances, agrees with the opinion that the presidential government system is the source 
of multiple crises and argues that the new system aims to institutionalise and hence 
consolidate “arbitrariness and authoritarianism” (Euronews, 2021).
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Towards System Change

The desire to change the system of government from that of parlia-
mentary to presidential has occasionally been voiced by political elites 
as a remedy to overcome the diffi culties faced in times of political cri-
sis. This could be due to a failure to form an effective single-party gov-
ernment and being forced to set up short-lived coalitions or because of 
a stalemate caused by the Parliament not electing a president (Gülener, 
2016, p. 110). Political leaders even blamed the parliamentary system in 
Türkiye for keeping a tight grip on executive will and hindering political 
reform (Çağlıyan İçener, 2015, p. 316). The 1982 Constitution, as a follow-
up of the 1980 military coup, had indeed exacerbated the issue with its 
dual executive structure with an active and politically irresponsible presi-
dent having discretionary powers. Some scholars argue that the post-1980 
coup system could therefore be named as parliamentarism attenué (weak-
ened parliamentarism) (Özbudun, 2000, p. 60). There have been individ-
ual initiatives to solve the problems stemming from this weakness since 
the late 1980s, although none of these could be realised until the April 
2017 referendum. The AK Party under Erdoğan succeeded in dominating 
system-related debate and bringing about system change.

The strategic manoeuvre of the AK Party on the path towards system 
change can better be understood if we deal with it in three progressive 
and interrelated phases. Firstly, the issue of system change is popularised, 
then narrativised, and fi nally securitised by the AK Party. These three 
steps have promoted, facilitated, and catalysed the shift toward a system 
that had no defi nite label nor clear content at the beginning. The three-
phased analysis below is signifi cant in grasping the increasing trend of 
political polarisation and the rise of bloc politics.

The Popularisation of the Issue of System Change

The popularisation of the issue of system change can be traced back to 
2007, when the then President Ahmet Necdet Sezer was about to fi nish his 
term of offi ce. Before being proposed as a joint candidate of major political 
parties in the Parliament, Sezer had served as the President of the Consti-
tutional Court and become widely acclaimed as a man of law and justice. 
There were no doubts about his loyalty to the Republic’s secular character. 
On the other hand, the November 2002 general elections triggered a sig-
nifi cant change in Turkish politics. As a result of the elections, the politi-
cal parties of the 1990s that had been deemed responsible for an economic 
recession and political crises were kicked out of Parliament. Beyond all 
expectations, the AK Party gained the highest vote in the parliamentary 
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elections with the support of an electorate alienated by the unsuccessful 
policies of centrist political parties. Only the Republican People’s Party 
(CHP) managed to gain seats in the Parliament as the opposition of a two-
party Parliament.

The religious/secular divide was still effective at that time.2 Yet the 
novel discourse of the AK Party leaned on a unifying and constructive 
language. Until 2007, AK party leaders tried to build a prudent and mod-
erate outlook and consciously refrained from entering into confl ict with 
the secular groups. The discussions on who would be the next president 
changed the course of events. Despite its efforts both in words and deeds 
to disassociate itself from its National Outlook (Milli Görüş) past (one in 
which it had an Islamist orientation), the AK Party continued to be per-
ceived as a threat to the secular regime. Nevertheless, the party had a suf-
fi cient majority to make its candidate the 11th president of the Republic. 
The terrifi ed secularists started a campaign to eliminate any possible can-
didate of the AK Party, especially the candidates married to headscarfed 
women among whom Erdoğan was the frontrunner candidate. 

The AK Party went on to announce Abdullah Gül as its presidential 
candidate. Gül was one of the four founding fi gures of the party who had 
been among the young generation of the Welfare Party (RP) that chal-
lenged the one-man domination of Necmettin Erbakan. In the fi rst round 
of the elections at the Parliament, Gül received 357 votes out of 361 par-
ticipant deputies. Although no similar argument was suggested and im-
plemented in the preceding presidential elections, the Constitutional 
Court ruled that the number of participants to the election session should 
not be under 367; hence, the fi rst round was annulled.3 This notorious 
367 decision led party notables to look for a remedy to avoid any outside 
intrusion into the fulfi lment of national will. The AK Party proposed 

2  The impact of religiosity in voting behaviour was indicated by various studies 
(Çarkoğlu, 2007; Kalaycıoğlu, 2012). Based on these, Esen and Gümüşçü draw atten-
tion to the situation that religious conservative voters in low-income neighbourhoods 
supported the AK Party whereas middle-class secularists in coastal areas and major 
cities voted for the CHP (Esen, Gümüşçü, 2017, p. 310).

3  The CHP did not propose any candidate in the 2007 presidential rally. The 
party chose not to participate in the fi rst round of elections and appealed to the 
Constitutional Court as the main opposition party for the annulment of the election. 
The other minor parties which had a smaller number of deputies, i.e., the Motherland 
Party (ANAP) and the True Path Party (DYP) also declared that they would not enter 
the General Assembly during the election session. In spite of the decision of these 
centre-right parties, 2 deputies each from the DYP and the ANAP participated in the 
session. But still this is important to trace back to the situational alliance of the CHP 
and the centre-right parties for the common purpose of protecting the republican 
establishment against the AK Party. 
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constitutional amendments to elect a President by popular vote, and the 
Parliament accepted them. Yet the then President Sezer did not approve 
of the amendments and vetoed the proposal. In accordance with the con-
stitution, if the majority of the deputies accept the proposal as it is and 
send it back to the president, he can then take the issue to a referendum. 
President Sezer followed this procedure, and a referendum was scheduled 
for October 21st, 2007. 

Sezer was not alone in the struggle to eliminate the AK Party’s po-
tential presidential candidates. The army reacted to mounting political 
tension with the April 27th e- memorandum. The generals were still under 
the infl uence of the military’s self-assumed role of being the guardians of 
the secular, republican regime and the mentality of seeing the February 
28th process as being necessary to continue until the reactionary threat 
would be overcome. Unlike previous military interventions, especially 
the February 28th post-modern coup, the army seemed to be less asser-
tive and more cautious this time. The preference on the timing of the e-
memorandum was remarkable. Many commented that it was a midnight 
intervention to eliminate any negative impact on the fi nancial markets. 
The generals were prudent enough not to be held responsible for any 
negative outcomes by the government. The response of the political elites 
to this military interference was exceptionally different. The AK Party’s 
fi rm stance against such external pressure on politics had signifi cant im-
plications for the party and Turkish democracy. The quick reaction of the 
then party spokesman Cemil Çiçek directly addressing the military was 
considered heroic and one which tipped the scales in favour of the AK 
Party. This reaction started to build the moral superiority of the party in 
the eyes of many. Hence, the April 27th e-memorandum paved the way for 
the popularisation of the argument presenting the parliamentary system 
of government with the applied instruments in Türkiye as an obstacle to 
the realisation of the democratic will of the people. The elected civilian 
executive was under the pressure of a tutelary regime. 

Before the referendum, the July 22nd general elections had been held. 
The AK Party increased its vote-based support by about 12%. The result 
was proof of Erdoğan’s powers of persuasion over the electorate in his 
fi ght against tutelage. The AK Party succeeded in widening its electorate 
and getting Gül elected as the 11th President by the new Parliament. The 
Nationalist Action Party (MHP) deputies participated in the third round 
of the session. The MHP had its presidential candidate and it did not ally 
with the CHP in its resort to embracing the idea of the formula of a re-
quired 367 participant deputies. Instead, it indirectly played a faciliatory 
role in the election of Gül. This position, along with the MHP’s generous 
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support for the AK Party to adopt constitutional changes, required to 
shift to a presidential system later in 2016 can be considered the seeds of 
the current People’s (Cumhur) alliance. The AK Party vociferously articu-
lated the idea to change the system of government from a parliamentary 
to a presidential one in this political atmosphere. In fact, this prompted 
many people to appraise the meaning of such a system change widely. 
This culminated in the result of the October 21st referendum wherein 
69.1% of voters accepted electing the President by popular vote. It shows 
the extent of the AK Party’s success in popularising system change. No 
political actor before had had that chance and capacity to open the dis-
cussion with such concrete support. Erdoğan managed to familiarise the 
concept of system change and attracted the masses’ attention to its vitality 
and inevitability. This is a signifi cant fi rst step towards realising system 
change in government.

The Narrativisation of the Issue of System Change

Although the 2007 referendum constitutionalised the president’s 
election by popular vote, it did complicate the process. There were argu-
ments that constitutional changes may pave the way to legal uncertainty 
on some issues. The fi rst discussion was about Gül’s presidential term. 
Since presidential terms are limited to fi ve years with the possibility of 
re-election for a second fi ve-year term, in the minds of some, Gül’s term 
should have ended in 2012. Others argued that the Parliament elected 
him before the constitutional changes had taken effect, hence his term 
would end in 2014.

From 2007 onwards, the AK Party continued to argue publicly that 
changing the system to a presidential one was necessary. Additionally, 
creating a new constitution was put on top of its agenda. Yet changing 
the system from a parliamentary to a presidential model would not be 
easy. Popularising the issue was a good start, but somewhat insuffi cient 
to realise change. Those voting in favour of a popularly-elected president 
in the referendum were loosely tied to the issue as part of an emotional 
and context-bounded reaction. The critical challenge is to assist people 
in making sense of what is happening and guide their actions in a certain 
way by creating a limited repertoire of competing narratives. Having the 
upper hand over the opponents of a more extensive change of government 
system could be possible through narrativising the issue. This process 
includes, on one side, mostly bad and worrisome memories of the past 
and, on the other, mostly good and desirable expectations about the fu-
ture. If this dual strategy functions well, then a dominant narrative could 
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be formulated. Telling past stories about the tutelary understanding that 
inhibited the fulfi lment of national will, the dual executive, and troubled 
coalition periods which ended up with political instability and the crisis 
of government are important for the negative component of narrativising. 
Conversely, boosting high morale for a better projection is the positive 
component. This was done by depicting a well-functioning and effective 
government under the President as the sole, executive fi gure. Stability, 
faster decision-making, and a powerful state have become the frequently-
stated terms in this narrativisation process (Esen, Gümüşçü, 2017). 

After the 2011 parliamentary elections, the Constitution Conciliation 
Commission was formed in the Parliament. It comprised three representa-
tives from each political party, and the commission held the meetings for 
two years. Shifting to a presidential system of government was a central 
issue of the new constitution for the governing AK Party. The main opposi-
tion party in the form of the CHP objected to that proposal and insisted on 
strengthening the parliamentary system. From the very beginning, the two 
opposing sides approached their proposals within the brackets not of a sys-
tem of government, but a regime change. The conciliation commission’s 
two years of work was not enough to reach an agreement on the principles 
of a new constitution. And so, the commission was dissolved in 2013. 

The August 10th 2014 presidential election went on to become a his-
toric election. It marked the beginning of a new era of the fi rst pop-
ularly-elected Turkish president. The two main opposition parties of 
that period, the CHP and MHP, agreed to name the former President of 
the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), Ekmeleddin İhsanoğlu as 
their joint presidential candidate. The other powerful opposition party, 
the HDP, proposed its leader Selahattin Demirtaş as its candidate. It is 
essential to follow the efforts of the opposition parties, mainly the former 
two, to fi nd a unifying name against Erdoğan. The MHP’s strong criticism 
of and fi erce opposition towards Erdoğan completely reversed within two 
years. Surprisingly, the MHP led the process of changing the system. It 
triggered the AK Party’s move to constitutionalise the change with a ref-
erendum. In that sense, arguing that Erdoğan’s presidential term marked 
the beginning of an irreversible process towards system change helped 
narrativise the issue. 

The Securitisation of the Issue of System Change

The fi rst two phases, popularisation and narrativisation, promoted 
and facilitated the system change. Yet obviously, without the third 
phase, namely, the securitisation of the issue, the shift to a presidential 
government system would not be fully achieved. The result of the June 
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2015 parliamentary elections was alarming for the AK Party; it was the 
fi rst time since 2002 that they did not reach the required majority in the 
Parliament to set up a single-party government. The bilateral meetings 
between the AK Party and the other opposition parties (the CHP, MHP, 
and Felicity Party (SP) respectively) bore no results. Due to the failure 
of establishing a coalition government, in his constitutional capacity, 
President Erdoğan announced his decision to take the country to snap 
elections. The Supreme Election Council (YSK) ruled for holding the 
snap elections on November 1st, 2015. The result of the elections was 
a relief for the AK Party. Once again, it reached a suffi cient number of 
seats in the Parliament to continue its single-party rule. That said, this 
was the beginning of a new period. The AK Party associates encountered 
the actuality that the tide may quickly turn.

The July 15th, 2016 failed coup attempt has become an important 
milestone in returning to the notorious securitising discourses of the 
old Turkey that the AK Party, under Erdoğan’s leadership, claimed to 
counteract since the establishment of the party. This was not synthetic 
and groundless, though. Indeed, it was not the fi rst time that an elected 
government had become a target to be toppled by non-elected state elites 
in Turkish political history. However, what made the July 15th incident 
unprecedented was its actors’ allegiance to a religious cleric by the name of 
Fethullah Gülen under the guise of army offi cers who had the prevailing 
reputation of being guards of the secular republican regime. This duplicitous 
nature was quite surprising but not as much as the putschist army 
offi cers’ ordering the Turkish soldiers to bomb their Parliament, interior 
ministry, and police headquarters pitilessly, taking their chief of general 
staff hostage and opening fi re on their fellow, unarmed citizens. It was an 
assault not only on President Erdoğan and the governing AK Party, but on 
Türkiye as a state, its institutions, and people. That said, the infi ltration 
of Gülenists into the army was only the tip of the iceberg. The July 15th 
failed coup attempt revealed the extent of the danger targeting the Turkish 
state. An octopus-like structure in the form of the Fethullahist Terrorist 
Organisation (FETÖ) has manifested itself not only in state institutions 
such as the military, bureaucracy, the judiciary, security forces, and the 
education sector but also in the media, commercial activities, the banking 
system, and civil societal mechanisms such as business associations and 
NGOs. This has become the real challenge for the government to continue 
combating the FETÖ menace after the successful, popular resistance 
thwarted the putsch. The level of parallel state structuring necessitated 
tight measures and large-scale purges from state posts. Therein lies the 
rationale behind the return to securitisation.
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The ultimate aim of the heinous coup attempt was the elimination of 
Erdoğan. Although he, at that time, was on holiday in Marmaris and in 
a hotel with his family, Erdoğan reached the masses rapidly and rallied 
them to thwart the coup plotters on the very same night. The people’s 
resistance was heroic. For the fi rst time in Turkish history, people neither 
remained indifferent nor idle to the intervention, nor did they hesitate 
to martyr themselves to protect the nation’s will and democratic state. 
The post-July 15th pro-democracy vigils of Turkish people continued for 
27 days in 81 provinces. These were popular manifestations of a wide-
spread embracing of democracy as an essential principle and loyalty to 
the democratic regime. It should be noted that these vigils did not only 
include AK Party supporters. 

The inclusive nature of the democracy vigils is essential so as to 
grasp the follow-up process it initiated, reminding the politicians of the 
signifi cance of moderation, conciliation, and consensus (Çağlıyan İçener, 
2016, p. 122). This desire culminated in the Yenikapı meeting, the biggest 
meeting ever in Türkiye, with the participation of the governing AK Party 
and two main opposition parties, the CHP and MHP, on August 7th, 2016. 
It had an importance beyond symbolism. This growing enthusiasm of the 
people served to suppress the polarising discourses of the political parties 
that had dominated the political arena before July 15th. It could have been 
“a historic opportunity for creating a plural and democratic New Turkey” 
(Çağlıyan İçener, 2016, p. 124) had consensual politics supplemented the 
confl ict-driven, polarising style of politics. Unfortunately, the Yenikapı 
spirit in politics did not last particularly long. The declaration of a state of 
emergency cast doubts about the sincerity of the AK Party’s allegiance to 
steer Türkiye towards being an ‘advanced democracy’. The shift towards 
ruling the country with presidential decrees has been used to substantiate 
the arguments that the political system in Türkiye continues its drift 
towards authoritarianism.4 Erdoğan was depicted, by the opposing elites, 
as a man who was consolidating his one-man rule benefi ting from the 
bringing-the-state’s-security-back-in approach. For them, Erdoğan’s de 
facto presidentialism has emerged as the most crucial obstacle to Turkish 
democracy. The MHP, which has long been an advocate of a presidential 
system, came to the scene and pushed the AK Party to shift the system 

4  The authoritarian turn of the AK Party’s rule has become one of the major 
themes discussed in academic circles since 2009 onwards. Various defi nitions are 
used: “electoral authoritarianism” and “democratic backsliding” (Özbudun, 2014), 
“rising authoritarianism” (Öniş, 2015), “competitive authoritarianism” (Özbudun, 
2015; Kalaycıoğlu, 2015; Sayarı, 2016; Esen, Gümüşçü, 2016; 2018), and “authoritar-
ian retreat” (Esen, Gümüşçü, 2016).
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from a de facto presidentialism to de jure presidentialism with the promise 
of supporting a draft of constitutional amendments in Parliament. This 
could be considered the beginning of the ongoing alliance between the 
AK Party and the MHP. The number of deputies of the two parties was 
insuffi cient to realise change through the parliamentary mechanism. Still, 
the result cleared the way for a referendum. The April 2017 referendum 
was held under this atmosphere wherein the securitising language 
patronised the debates of the two coalition camps. The ‘yes’ camp (Cumhur 
İttifakı) labelled the ‘no’ camp (Millet ittifakı) as an alliance of contempt 
(zillet ittifakı). In the eyes of the former, the latter was collaborating with 
the ‘enemies’ of the nation and that was a matter of the state’s survival 
(Esen, Gümüşçü, 2019, p. 324). There was a continuation of the state of 
emergency declared after the 2016 failed coup attempt. This strengthened 
Erdoğan’s hand in creating ‘a false sense of urgency’ for augmenting the 
powers of the president so as to return to political stability (Çınar, 2021, 
p. 320).

Party Politics in a Presidential Government System

A History of Coalition Formation in Türkiye

It is a well-known practice in Turkish parliamentary politics to estab-
lish coalition governments when the number of seats of an individual 
political party in the Parliament is not enough to set up a single-party 
government after an election. Votes of confi dence and the 10% national 
threshold are also among the diffi culties the political parties have experi-
enced in coalition formation in the parliamentary system. These mecha-
nisms could negatively infl uence the formation process or the survival of 
coalition governments.

Political fronts are other types of coalition-like formations observed 
in certain periods of Turkish politics. Unlike the connotation that ‘coa-
lition’ as a term evoked, the word ‘front’ is mainly associated with the 
word ‘polarization’ in the Turkish people’s political lexicon. The Vatan 
Front of the late 1950s was a primary and decisive demonstration of such 
usage. It became an ideological move of a political party in government 
(the Democrat Party – (DP)), targeting the opposition and the particular 
segments of the social coalition that had taken the party to government 
before but later severed its ties at a faster pace. Hence it was argued to be 
implemented by the DP’s leadership as a tool for political polarisation 
(Kahraman, 2010, p. 334). Another famous political front was the two 
Nationalist Front governments of the second half of the 1970s. It refl ected 
the ideological polarisation of the era on the continuum of communism 
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and anti-communism. The fragmented structure of the Parliament made 
it diffi cult to form a stable government. The ideological polarisation also 
increased the political tension and therefore decreased the probability of 
cooperation among the political parties enjoying stronger electoral sup-
port. The absence of motivation for and experience in forming coalition 
governments prioritising cooperation and the conciliation of differences is 
directly linked with the dominance of the majoritarian democracy under-
standing in Turkish political culture. Hence what was seen in the 1970s 
were unstable, fragile, short-term coalition governments as conjectural 
formations. 

In Turkish political memory, the 1970s and 1990s are the signifi ers of 
the idea of coalition. However, the fi rst coalition government was formed 
just after the 1960 military coup. Tracing back to the roots of coalition 
formation is vital to follow the trajectory of the understanding of democracy 
in Türkiye. The forerunners of coalition governments were set up under the 
premiership of İsmet İnönü as the leader of the CHP in the post-1960 coup 
era. The CHP and the Justice Party (AP), established after the coup and 
which quickly gained a reputation as an heir to the DP, agreed on a coalition 
protocol and twice received a vote of confi dence in the Parliament. The 
fi rst iteration ruled between 20.11.1961 and 25.06.1962 and the second 
between 25.06.1962 and 25.12.1963. The military’s relatively quick transfer 
of political power to civilians after the restoration of the democratic regime 
opened a new era with many changes in the system. The simple plurality 
system with multi-member constituencies by party lists was replaced with 
a d’Hondt version of proportional representation system. The objective 
was to avoid a single-party government in a system without separation 
of powers nor a functioning checks and balance mechanism as observed 
during the DP government. The October 15th general elections in 1961 
were the fi rst time the proportional representation system was introduced. 
As a result, none of the political parties received the required majority 
to form a government. The CHP-AP coalition government was formed 
to overcome this situation. Instead of the word koalisyon (borrowed from 
French and which became the term used to this day), the newly-formed 
government was named a “mixed government” (karma hükümet) in this 
fi rst-time usage.

How this new political formation was presented could give us a idea 
about the conception of the coalition as a phenomenon in Turkish democ-
racy. The then Prime Minister İnönü, in his speech in the National Assem-
bly (TBMM) while introducing the government program, drew attention to 
the brand new nature of the coalition government in the Turkish political 
system. He presented it as an example of political maturity, an outcome 
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of a common belief in the necessity of replacing political enmity with 
a civilised political style and a means of a democratic regime (Neziroğlu, 
Yılmaz, 2015, p. 6). This was an excellent commencement on the way to 
building up the concept of the coalition. Unfortunately, it did not root it-
self in line with this content in the follow-up perceptions and applications 
regarding coalition formation. In fact, it is possible to associate this situ-
ation with the Turkish party system’s long-time suffering from the three 
maladies known as fragmentation, polarisation, and volatility (Özbudun, 
2000, p. 74).

The beginning of the series of coalition governments in the 1970s 
was an anomaly. President Fahri Korutürk assigned the duty of forming 
a government to Senator Naim Talu. The AP, the Republican Reliance 
Party (CGP), and independent deputies set up a coalition government 
(15.04.1973–26.01.1974) that was entitled to take the country to the new 
elections. The government was not born out of the will of the people, but 
was rather a by-product of the 1971 military intervention. Subsequently, 
the Talu government emerged as a deviation from coalition understand-
ing in democratic regimes. It was engineered for a particular purpose, and 
therefore there was no motivation behind the formation of a coalition for 
conciliation and cooperation among coalition partners.

Another distinctive example of coalition formation presented itself 
in the 10-month long coalition government of Ecevit’s leftist CHP and 
Erbakan’s Islamic-oriented National Salvation Party (MSP). This was an 
unexpected move due to the polarised nature of the era limiting the ac-
tors’ preferences and activities from the dimension of left/right discourse. 
The determinants of the left/right spectrum in Türkiye never resembled 
the European equivalent focusing on economic policies more as the de-
cisive factor. Instead, religion was given an essential place in defi ning 
what the left and right was in Türkiye. Thus, although the CHP and the 
MSP had shared a similar anti-imperialist stance, the ideological dis-
tance between the two political parties was said to be so large that it was 
a great surprise to see them under the same roof of a coalition govern-
ment. Yet that coalition experience was a step toward overcoming this 
perception. It was valued for its potential for opening a new and pleasant 
era for the Turkish people in the coalition protocol (Neziroğlu, Yılmaz, 
2015, p. 591). Ecevit, as the prime minister, in a speech delivered to the 
Parliament, suggested that this coalition period would be an era of tran-
quillity where differing views were discussed and coexisted peacefully 
(Neziroğlu, Yılmaz, 2015, p. 593). Social justice and societal peace were 
referred to as two shared principles of the coalition partners. It is strik-
ing that differences are mentioned more than commonalities. How they 
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approach coalitions was stated in the coalition protocol. It was empha-
sised that forming coalitions among the political parties necessitates cer-
tain concessions in that each political party should abandon some of its 
views and policies. This meant that no one should expect the CHP and 
the MSP to fully implement their party programs during the coalition 
government period (Neziroğlu, Yılmaz, 2015, p. 580). 

The Nationalist Front coalition governments succeeded the CHP-
AP coalition government in the second half of the 1970s. The new 1982 
Constitution brought dramatic changes to the system. All political par-
ties were outlawed, and their leaders were arrested. New political parties 
were required to get the military regime’s approval to be opened. The 
parliamentary system was weakened to benefi t the President with discre-
tionary appointive powers. The 10% election threshold was introduced to 
eliminate the instability of coalition governments. Until the 1990s, a mil-
itary-backed interim government (1980–1983), and then a single-party 
ANAP government ruled the country. However, within 10 years, coalition 
governments returned to Turkish politics. Throughout the 1990s, seven 
coalition governments were formed and not one of them lasted more than 
two years. This was more than the number of coalition governments (four 
in total) set up in the 1970s. Governmental instability, combined with 
other severe economic and social problems, exacerbated the political situ-
ation in the 1990s. That is why coalitions are still equated to past periods 
of terror, fi nancial crises, corruption, and incompetence. The revival of 
debates on system change in the 2000s brought back these memories. And 
as stated above, the AK Party refreshed these memories in the minds of 
the people to narrativise the issue.

Political Parties, Bloc Politics, 
and System Debate in Today’s Türkiye

In contemporary Türkiye, coalition governments are no longer an 
option under the presidential government system. For the proponents of 
the presidential system, this is a desired outcome of the system change. 
Coalitions are said to be the reason behind weakness and instability 
(Kuzu, 2011, p. 85). In the new system, the candidate receiving the abso-
lute majority of the votes shall be elected President. The plurality systems 
have generally led to two-party systems. In this early period of change, it 
did not cause a decrease in the numbers of the political parties in Türkiye. 
Instead, the outcome was the formation of blocs. Forming new political 
parties continues to be popular, with the idea and ideal of changing the 
system towards a strengthened parliamentary system currently at the cen-
tre of political debate. Indeed, it is the fundamental issue behind rising 
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bloc politics. The hope for immediate change is shaping relations among 
the opposition parties. The polarising language of politics has long been 
a feature of government/opposition relations in Türkiye. So far, polarisa-
tion has worked for the benefi t of the AK Party. However, a novel feature 
has established itself in intra-opposition relations. The unifi cation factor 
has become the aim of changing the system again. Hence, unlike the pre-
vious short-term and fragile coalitions, the six opposition parties eagerly 
sit together around the table for a common purpose. 

The predecessor of this situation was the emergence of two alliance 
formations resembling blocs. Alliances concretely manifested themselves 
after Erdoğan was popularly elected the President. The system needs to 
be modifi ed to overcome the ambiguous position of such a powerful and 
partisan president. The AK Party needed arithmetic support for constitu-
tional change, and the MHP was ready to provide it for the sake of intro-
ducing a presidential system. The latter wanted to steer government poli-
cies towards a more nationalist and statist leaning. Two parties allied and 
called themselves People’s (Cumhur) Alliance. (In Turkish, cumhur means 
people. The words cumhuriyet (republic) and cumhurbaşkanı (President – 
the leader of the people) are derived from the word cumhur). Some of the 
opponents of system change came together and decided to close ranks 
before the 2018 general election. This alliance’s founding political parties 
are the CHP, the İYİ Party, the SP, and the Democrat Party (DP). They 
chose the name Millet (nation) for their alliance rival to Cumhur. The dep-
uties in the new system are elected by a proportional representation with 
a 7% threshold. Thus, to become effective in the legislative mechanism 
vis-à-vis the all-powerful executive under the president’s leadership, that 
kind of cooperation is vitally important for the four opposition parties 
stated above. Even though coalitions are eliminated as desired in the pres-
idential government system, blocs have replaced them. Compared to the 
loosely organised, temporary, and unstable structures of coalitions, blocs 
are more dedicated to collaborating for a relatively long time and focusing 
on the common shared goals of prioritising conciliation and consensus. 

Alliances among political parties are put into practice from time to 
time. Small parties deemed it necessary to ally with others in the post-1980 
era to overcome the injustice of representation resulting from the 10% 
threshold. In that sense, these alliances were temporary and pragmatic. 
Setting this aside, the political parties resorted to forming alliances with 
various social groups, i.e., intellectuals, bureaucrats, the bourgeoisie, and 
working class to extend their electorate (Kahraman, 2010, p. 334–336).

The short-term motivations of People’s and Nation’s alliances fi t into 
the above examples. Yet, in such a polarised political atmosphere where 
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system debate dominated the agenda, the bloc politics emerged as a fea-
ture of this new system. Bloc politics mainly indicate “a bloc of left/right 
wing parties using its parliamentary majority to pass legislation without 
broad support in parliament” (Green-Pedersen, Thomsen, 2005, p. 154). In 
Türkiye, leftist/rightist political parties cannot be easily classifi ed unlike 
in other European countries in terms of the approaches to socioeconomic 
issues. What we therefore see in contemporary Turkish politics in bloc 
formation is beyond the left/right divide.5 As opposed to the People’s 
alliance, another formation evolved starting from February 28th 2022. 
Labelled as the “Table for Six” (altılı masa), the CHP, the İYİ Party, the 
Democracy and Progress Party (DEVA), the SP, the Future Party (GP), 
and the DP signed a memorandum of agreement on system change favour-
ing a strengthened parliamentary system. Since it came to power in 2002, 
the AK Party has swept away all the political actors who once dominated 
centre politics. This is a move towards empowering the centre of politics. It 
is welcomed as an antidote to the current polarisation in politics. 

The religious/secular divide of the late 1990s triggered the rise of the 
AK Party to its potential to curb the effects of polarising discourse. The 
people were fed up with the confrontational and confl ict-ridden politi-
cal lexicon and quickly valued the unifying, conciliatory language of 
the AK Party. Gaining the upper hand over the old style of politics, the 
AK Party preserved a steady increase in electoral success until 2018. 
However, from 2007, the AK party gradually abandoned the concilia-
tory style. Particularly, July 15th, 2016 brought a security dimension more 
than ever to Erdoğan’s policies. The AK Party were faced with a dilemma: 
to continue mobilising its electoral base with the help of controversial 
issues for not losing its entrenched support in the election periods, or 
to reinstate a conciliatory tone to lower the mounting tension that once 
became the party’s distinctive character and made it a true success story. 
Going with the fi rst option has resulted in disengagement and splits from 
the AK party. The establishment of DEVA and the GP can exemplify this 
trend. They were among the actors longing for the AK Party’s unifying 
discourse. As later, being a partner of the Table for Six, the two parties 
mentioned above realised that only a joint initiative could increase the 
possibility of playing a remarkable role in changing the system.

Lijphart’s classifi cation of democracies in a majoritarian-consensual 
continuum can be useful in examining how democracy is conceived in 
Türkiye and its refl ection over recent debates. Analysing system debate 
by referring to these two contrasting models may even inspire future 

5  It is also referred to as a democratic-authoritarian cleavage (Schafer, 2022, p. 19).
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prospects for Turkish democracy. Lijphart starts his analysis with a defi -
nition of democracy as “government by and for the people” (Lijphart, 
2012, p. 1). He further suggests that this defi nition brings about a di-
lemma; “Who will do the governing and to whose interests should the 
government be responsive when the people are in disagreement and have 
divergent preferences?” (Lijphart, 2012, p. 2). One possible answer is the 
majority of the people who, as Lijphart underlines, are “the essence of the 
majoritarian model of democracy”. “The crux of the consensus model”, on 
the other hand, lies in the answer “as many people as possible” (Lijphart, 
2012, p. 2). Majority rule is required, but not considered satisfactory in 
this model. The consensus model aims to ensure broad participation in 
government and broad agreement on government policies.

Lijphart suggests two critical differences between these two models. 
One of them is about the locus of power. The majoritarian model 
demonstrates “the concentration of power in the hands of the majority”. 
Conversely, the consensus model is interested in the “sharing, limiting or 
dispersal of power” (Lijphart, 2012, p. 2). The second difference is about 
the closely-related concepts with the models. The majoritarian model 
can be identifi ed as exclusive, adversarial, and competitive, whereas 
inclusiveness, bargaining, and compromising are valued in the consensus 
model (Lijphart, 2012, p. 2). Lijphart looks at different variables as part of 
a two-dimensional pattern. One is “the executives-parties dimension”, and 
the other is “the federal-unity dimension”. Institutional differences matter 
at this point. Relevant to change in the institutional capacity of countries, 
Lijphart puts forward that proportional representation in a parliamentary 
system of government may fuel fears of creating “weak and unstable 
cabinets and ineffective policy-making” (Lijphart, 2012, p. 298). Actually, 
what matters more for Lijphart is the fi ne-tuning of parliamentarism 
and proportional representation. Another critical point Lijphart draws 
attention to is the two-way relationship between consensual political 
culture and consensual institutions. As he argues, a consensual culture 
may increase the likelihood of adopting consensus institutions. Yet, these 
institutions may infl uence culture. For example, suppose a particular 
culture is adversarial in its nature; in that case, consensus institutions 
may play a role in turning it into a less adversarial and more consensual 
culture (Lijphart, 2012, p. 301). Lijphart concludes that the support of 
the consensual political culture is essential for consensus democracy to 
fl ourish (Lijphart, 2012, p. 3).

The relatively unavailing efforts of coalition formation in Turkish pol-
itics have been analysed above. To reiterate, although the combination of 
parliamentary government and proportional representation were in use 
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until the system changed in 2018, the very high 10% threshold created 
a problem in ensuring fair representation. Hence, no pattern coming 
close to the consensus government model has ever been observed in the 
majoritarian-consensual continuum. The impact of a dominant majori-
tarian understanding of democracy and a lack of consensual political cul-
ture is also signifi cant in the Turkish context.6 Recently, as part of system 
debate, the support for shifting to a strengthened parliamentary system is 
growing among the people complaining about the Erdoğan government’s 
performance. The Table for Six embodies this tendency in the political 
arena. The six political parties affi rm that they prioritise bringing the 
concepts of consultation, negotiation, and conciliation back to a now po-
larised political atmosphere (Güçlendirilmiş Parlamenter Sistem Mutabakat 
Metni, 2022). This has always been an example of a type of discourse that 
has the potential to appeal a large audience. 

On the other hand, there are serious challenges the Table for Six has 
faced and will face. The biggest threat to its existence would be the presi-
dential elections in the very near future. The issue of agreeing on a joint 
candidate risks the functionality and sustainability of the Table for Six. 
Another factor would be the Kurdish issue and the relationship of the 
Table for Six with one of the other opposition parties in the form of the 
HDP. The HDP has a signifi cant electoral base. There is, however, no 
consensus on how to approach this issue among the six parties. Besides 
these differences, their commitment to system change would be the most 
important motivation to continue this common platform. The plan for 
shifting to a strengthened parliamentary system and the way it would be 
practiced can provide a signifi cantly potent experience for reminding us 
of the constructive dimension of moderation and conciliation in politics. 
Putting this into words, the memorandum of understanding signed by the 
participants of the Table for Six has emphasised that they are suggesting 
a system of parliamentary government different from the older version. 
Referring to plural, participatory, and deliberative democracy, grounding 
this new model on the rule of law and separation of powers, and empower-
ing democratic politics through achieving fair representation and political 
stability are highlighted as essential pillars of this novelty. The electoral 
threshold is promised to be decreased to 3% (Güçlendirilmiş Parlamenter 
Sistem Mutabakat Metni, 2022). This new model has the potential to be 
very meaningful for Turkish democracy if only it does not mean a return 
to the practice of the same old parliamentary system in deeds as well.

6  For an extensive discussion on the absence/weaknesses of consensus-based 
mechanisms and relations in Turkish politics, see (McLaren, Cop, 2011; Somer, 2014; 
2016).
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Conclusions

The system of government in Türkiye shifted from a parliamentary 
model to a presidential model with the 2017 referendum. However, debate 
on the system has raged on. Indeed, the system’s change is perceived as 
more than a mere change of the governmental system. For both the pro-
ponents and the opponents of the change, it has an encompassing content 
infl uencing the nature of the democratic regime. The former presented it 
as a move towards an ‘advanced democracy’ while the latter as a move to-
wards authoritarian rule. As these views are stark contrasts of each other, 
the issue of system change has continued to be a source of polarisation in 
Türkiye. 

The 1982 Constitution of the military coup weakened parliamentarism 
by strengthening the President’s executive capacity at the expense of the 
Prime Minister and the Council of Ministers. The lack of trust in elected 
political elites by the military regime was behind the logic of creating 
a strong and active President who was made politically non-liable at the 
same time. The offi ce of presidency was designed as the locus of a secular 
state and the safety valve of the republican regime. The President was set 
to be elected by the parliamentary majority guaranteeing his above-politics 
status. The President’s already-strengthened role within the system led to 
crises for different circles in different circumstances. The considerable 
executive powers of the President from time to time put some obstacles in 
front of political elites, as seen in Ahmet Necdet Sezer’s presidential term. 
On another occasion, when a political party, if it was particularly perceived 
as a threat to secular regime, had the majority in the Parliament suffi cient 
to elect its presidential candidate then, it created a crisis again, as seen in 
the political developments following the declaration of Abdullah Gül’s 
presidential candidacy by the AK Party. Hence it is clear that change is 
inevitable. It is not a matter of if, but when and how.

Starting from the 1970s, shifting to a presidential model was occasion-
ally proposed by the political elites. The times of political crises set suit-
able ground for such favourable arguments. Thus, there are many stud-
ies on the history of controversies over system change in Türkiye. It is 
mainly analysed from the perspectives of constitutional law or compara-
tive politics. Studying political leaders and/or political parties proposing 
a shift to a presidential system in Türkiye is a common theme. Other 
studies concentrate on the appropriateness of presidentialism for Türkiye 
and the positive/negative scenarios regarding the system change.

This article focuses mainly on the realisation of the system change 
under Erdoğan’s leadership. It argues that the three-phase strategy of the 
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AK Party has made its political dreams come true. An issue is fi rst popu-
larised, then narrativised, and fi nally securitised. The previous system-
change proposals managed to complete the fi rst phase. The issue could be 
popularised in other instances to some extent thanks to crises. However, 
the other phases did not succeed the phase of popularisation in the past. 
The process then did not go anywhere. It has become a political achieve-
ment of Erdoğan and his party to combine the popularisation of the is-
sue of system change with the other two successive phases. The starting 
point was the 2007 presidential election. Gül’s candidacy, the April 27th 
e-memorandum, and the 367 decision were critical events in terms of cre-
ating emotional and context-bound reactions of the people. This eased the 
process of popularisation. Formulating a dominant narrative was the sec-
ond phase which was comparatively diffi cult. The dual strategy of bring-
ing up bad memories and boosting morale with good expectations about 
the future helped the AK Party fulfi l this task. Erdoğan became the fi rst 
popularly-elected Turkish president ever in the 2014 presidential elec-
tion. Thus, it marked the beginning of an irreversible process towards 
system change and helped narrativise the issue. The July 15th, 2016 failed 
coup attempt brought about the last phase of securitisation without which 
the process of system change could not have been realised.

The article’s second objective was to analyse the implications of ongo-
ing system-based debate over Turkish democracy by referring to its impact 
on party politics. The mounting tension between government/opposition 
relations and polarising political discourse has gradually begun to disturb 
more people. There is a cyclical pattern in Turkish politics wherein too 
much polarisation results in the disengagement of electorates from the 
actors held responsible for that tense atmosphere. The emergence of the 
AK Party’s single-party era was one manifestation of this pattern. The 
AK Party’s unifying and conciliatory tone was appreciated by the people 
and went on to receive extensive support. Recently, there appeared other 
political parties defending the same old vocabulary of the AK Party. The 
Table for Six embodies this growing tendency. The six political parties 
refer to the concepts of consultation, negotiation, and conciliation. This 
article has critically examined this novel dimension of party politics in 
Turkey in terms of alliance and bloc formation that evolved after the shift 
to a presidential government system. It questions how these new repre-
sentations of party politics would be functional and sustainable on the 
way to consensual politics.

The history of coalition formation in Turkish politics demonstrates 
that the system has never come closer to a consensus model, 
borrowing from Arend Lijphart’s classification of democracies in the 
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majoritarian-consensual continuum. The majoritarian understanding 
of democracy has dominated the system and infl uenced political culture 
in the Turkish context. That said, the efforts to replace it with a plural, 
deliberative, and participatory democracy understanding have not 
been non-existent. The Table for Six has presented a plan for shifting 
to a strengthened parliamentary system as a demonstration of similar 
efforts. This intra-opposition alliance that is beyond the customary 
ways of alliance formation in Turkish politics may provide invaluable 
experience as regards emphasising the constructive dimension of 
moderation and conciliation in political language. This is likely to have 
signifi cant implications for the future of Turkish democracy.
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Abstract

The goal of this paper is to investigate two presidential terms in Türkiye 
in order to compare the place of security in the political discourse of 
President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in particular, and in Turkish politics at 
this time in general. The mixed methodological approach has been taken 
in the article. The MAXQDA software program has been used to collect 
and analyse data from more than 850 of President Erdoğan’s speeches. 
The key research questions are as follows: how important are the security 
issues in the political rhetoric of the President? Are there any differences 
in this regard between Erdoğan’s fi rst and second presidency? Did the 
state of emergency and introduction of the presidential system make any 
difference in this regard? What are the reasons for the place of security, as 
identifi ed in the analysis, in Turkish political discourse and politics?
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Introduction

Security issues – not only with reference to “hard security”, but also 
to other dimensions of the phenomenon – have always been an important 
part of Turkish politics as the army is a key element of the political system 
of the state. As Mustafa Aydın put it, Türkiye “is a securitised country 
where ‘security’, in its wider defi nition, reigns supreme in societal and 
political development, and overrides most other considerations” (Aydın, 
2003, p. 163). 
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It has a lot to do with the process of the securitisation of politics – both 
domestic and international – which, in general terms, means transforming 
a political issue into a matter of security within a particular process, one that 
starts from presenting the issue as a threat that usually requires taking emer-
gency measures, resulting in substantial political and social effects (Buzan, 
Wæver, de Wilde, 1998, pp. 23–25). A political issue can be securitised objec-
tively (when a real security threat exists and is directly related to a political 
issue) but the core of securitisation is its subjective dimension – in the case 
of a successful presentation of an issue as a substantial security threat, even if 
the latter is not directly connected with a political issue (Arcudi, 2006).

The securitisation of politics has different agents, defi ned threats (se-
curitised subjects), objects which must be protected, and an audience 
to be persuaded that something is a threat. This is also the case of se-
curitisation of Turkish politics. The agents of securitisation in Türkiye 
are, fi rst of all, incumbents, but are also the opposition; non-governing 
elites representing, e.g., the army, judiciary or education sectors (Polat, 
2009) as well as society (Erdoğan, 2020). The existing literature on the 
contemporary political history of the country focuses on various Turkish 
actors and issues that are securitised and associated with security threats 
– both domestic, e.g., minorities – the Kurds, the Alevis, etc. (Polat, 2008; 
Geri, 2016; Yılmaz and Barry, 2020), refugees (Erdoğan, 2020), parties 
(Yilmaz, Shipoli, Demir, 2021), opposition (Yılmaz, Shipoli, 2021), elections 
(Kurgan, 2018) or identity (Aydındağ, Işıksal, 2021) and those of an inter-
national nature, e.g., relations with international partners (Balcı, Kardaş, 
2011) or confl icts (Aghaie Joobani, Can Adısönmez, 2018). The protected 
groups and audience to be convinced about the security threat is, on the 
macroscale, the entirety of the Turkish society/nation/electorate and, on 
the microscale, merely a part of society.

An important characteristic of securitisation is its dynamics and lack 
of linearity. In Türkiye’s case, it means that the process of securitisation is 
changing all the time; going into different directions in different periods. 
We have observed periods of a clear, intense securitisation of politics in 
contemporary Turkish political history – particularly at the time of coups, 
emergency rule as well as domestic and international confl icts (as, for ex-
ample, at the beginning of the 1980s and in the 1990s) but also periods of 
de-securitisation – when favourable determinants emerged, such as the 
EU pre-accession process and the related democratisation of the political 
regime and the Europeanisation of foreign policy. The latter case refers 
to nearly the entirety of the fi rst decade of the 21st century, including the 
period of the Justice and Development Party’s (AKP) ruling, which began 
at the end of 2002 (Aras, Polat, 2008; Açıkmeşe, 2013).
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The goal of this article is to investigate a more current period, i.e., two 
presidential terms in Türkiye, focusing on the years 2015–2021 (only full 
years can be covered due to the comparability of data), in order to com-
pare the place of security in Turkish politics during the period of 2015 
until mid-2018 and mid-2018 until 2021 as well as to identify the securi-
tisation process and its change (or continuity) at this time. This period of 
AKP rule, within which the leader of the party, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, 
held the presidential offi ce, has not been studied suffi ciently in terms of 
security nor the discourse related to it. It must be also underlined that the 
author of the article does not have any ambition to compare the period of 
Erdoğan’s presidencies with previous periods of the AKP’s rule. It would 
require a much more extensive and complex analysis, particularly if we 
consider the choice of its type.

The main research method is namely the content analysis of offi cial 
speeches made by the President. The MAXQDA software has been used 
to collect and analyse data from more than 850 of President Erdoğan’s 
speeches. According to the main representatives of the Copenhagen 
School of security studies (to which most scholars working on the securi-
tisation of politics in Türkiye refer) (Bilgin, 2011), an investigation of the 
securitisation of politics does not require indicators. It is possible to study 
it directly through the investigation of the political discourse and narra-
tive refl ected in the discourse because securitisation takes place through 
the discourse, being “a speech act” (Buzan, Wæver, de Wilde, 1998, p. 26). 
Although the discourse does not create securitisation itself, it plays an im-
portant role in its development. It can lead to the securitisation of a par-
ticular subject if a presented security threat is argued successfully, i.e., 
is accepted by the audience and gives legitimacy for incumbents to take 
extraordinary measures (Buzan, Wæver, de Wilde, 1998, p. 25). Besides, 
political discourse usually refl ects the most important issues which are 
subjects of politics.

The key research questions posed in the article are as follows: how im-
portant are the security issues in the political rhetoric of the current Turkish 
President? Are there any differences in this regard between Erdoğan’s 
fi rst and second presidency? Did such factors as the state of emergency in 
2016-2018 and the introduction of the presidential system, implemented 
during the second presidency of Erdoğan, make any difference in this re-
gard? And what are the reasons for the place of security, identifi ed in the 
analysis, in the political discourse and politics in Türkiye?

These research questions will help to verify the main hypothesis that 
security has constantly been the most important issue in Turkish politics 
during both of Erdoğan’s Presidencies – as a result of the presence of 
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a combination of long-term objective (historical and geopolitical) and 
short-term subjective, tactical (electoral) factors – the latter being at the 
core of the securitisation of politics.

This article consists of two main parts and a conclusion. The presenta-
tion of the main assumptions of the content analysis and its results is fol-
lowed by a discussion part in which the author explains the results of the 
analysis, while at the same time giving the reasons for the identifi ed place 
of security in Turkish political discourse and politics generally.

Content Analysis

The author conducted a two-stage content analysis of the speeches 
given by President Erdoğan in the years 2015–2021. As mentioned 
above, it was aimed at identifying the place of security in Turkish 
political discourse and politics as well as the process of securitisation. 
The author analysed a total of 857 verbatim texts (Türkiye Cumhuriyeti 
Cumhurbaşkanlığı, n.d.). The dataset includes Erdoğan’s speeches from 
the presidential website. The author of the paper has only excluded those 
foreign speeches whose target was not the domestic audience and the 
narrative was, in those cases, completely different from the one presented 
in the national discourse. Even though the selected speeches come from 
different events – e.g., meetings with AKP offi cials, local authorities 
or particular social and economic groups, they are comparable because 
the President treats them all as good opportunities to present a relevant 
political narrative.

At the fi rst stage, the author ran a frequency analysis. 27 keywords related 
to security (both in a general and a Turkish context) were selected together 
with other 27 keywords related to political and social life (concerning inter 
alia the political and economic system, opposition, parties etc.) as well as 
political ideologies and religion (e.g., conservative values, nationalism, Islam 
etc.). It is, obviously, not an exhaustive list of the keywords. The author of the 
article made his selection based on his assessment of the place of the issues 
in the political agenda in Türkiye in the analysed period. On the one hand, 
we have such words and abbreviations as: “atak” (attack), “beka” (survival), 
“darbe” (coup), “dış güçler/odaklar” (external powers), “düşman” (enemy), 
“Esed” (Asad), “FETÖ” (Fethullah Terrorist Organization), “güvenlik” 
(security), “istikrar” (stability), “istila” (invasion), “katil” (killer), 
“lobi” (lobby), “mücadele” (struggle), “mülteci” (refugee), “operasyon” 
(operation), “PKK” (Kurdistan Workers’ Party), “S-400”, “saldırı” (attack), 
“savaş” (war), “şiddet” (violence), “Suriye” (Syria), “terör” (terrorism), 
“terörist” (terrorist), “tezkere” (permission to use military forces), 
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“yaptırım” (sanction), “yardakçı” (stooge) and “YPG” (People’s Defense 
Units). On the other hand, the following keywords have been selected: 
“aile” (family), “baş örtüsü” (headscarf), “CHP” (Republican People’s 
Party – main opposition party), “cumhur ittifakı” (People’s Alliance), 
“demokrasi” (democracy), “enfl asyon” (infl ation), “Eski Türkiye” 
(Old Türkiye), “faiz” (interest (rate)), “Gezi” (Gezi - Protests), “HDP” 
(People’s Democratic Party), “inançlı” (believer), “islam”, “İslamofobi” 
(Islamophobia), “kalkınma” (development), “Kılıçdaroğlu” (leader of 
CHP), “kriz” (crisis), “millet ittifakı” (Nation’s Alliance), “milli çıkar” 
(national interest), “milli irade” (national will), “milli menfaat” (national 
interest), “milliyet” (nation), “muhafazakar” (conservative), “muhalefet” 
(opposition), “Müslüman” (Muslim), “mütedeyyin” (religious), “tek parti” 
(one-party), and “Yeni Türkiye” (New Türkiye).

They were compared with MAXQDA software (the MaxDictio tool spe-
cifi cally) in terms of the question of how often they are used by Erdoğan in 
his speeches. In the tables below there are results of the frequency analysis. 
The most frequent 20 keywords used in the presidential speeches are pre-
sented in the subsequent years of Erdoğan’s two presidencies.

The results clearly show that security played a constant, and  irrespective 
of the circumstances, key if not dominant role in Turkish political 
discourse and politics during Erdoğan’s two presidencies. Firstly, in the 
years analysed, the majority of the top 20 keywords refer to security (from 
11 to 13 words). A particularly interesting observation is that although we 
can see a tiny difference between the fi rst and second presidency in this 
regard (13 security words in the years 2015–2017, 11 or 12 security words 
in the 2018–2021 period), there is no regularity when it comes to the order 
among the top ten keywords. Surprisingly, in 2015, when clashes with 
PKK intensifi ed on Turkish territory, there are three non-security issues 
after the four top security words in the group of ten most frequently used 
words. It differs from the 2016–2018 period when we see the domination 
of security issues for obvious reasons (a failed coup attempt in July 2016 
and emergency rule until 2018). However, although emergency rule 
ended in 2018, during the second presidency, we also notice the years 
with a wealth of security keywords. First of all, the six most frequently 
used words in 2020 concern security. Secondly, except for the year 2021, 
in all the analysed years, the fi rst three keywords are security issues – with 
“terör” (terrorism) and “mücadele” (struggle) regularly taking the fi rst 
two places, in most cases with much more frequent use than all other 
keywords. 

Of course, it would be irrational to expect that, in Turkish political dis-
course after 2019, the President would not refer to the critical economic 
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situation – that is why such keywords as “kriz” (crisis), “kalkınma” (de-
velopment), “faiz” [interest (rate)] or “enfl asyon” (infl ation) are quite fre-
quently used. However, even in such a diffi cult economic situation, the 
security issues still dominate.

Moreover, even issues which are not directly related to security are 
often securitised in Turkish political discourse, confi rming the dominant 
position of security in the politics of the country. The further stage of 
the content analysis proves it, helping to identify the securitisation of 
politics, i.e., the transformation of political topics into a matter of secu-
rity, putting aside the question of how successful this process fi nally is in 
particular cases (it is not particularly relevant for the main research goal 
of this article). 

Within the second stage, the author ran a ‘keyword in context’ analy-
sis. In general terms, it helps to go beyond identifying the frequency of 
using particular keywords and to check in which context (and how often) 
they were used. He chose the words concerning the opposition (fi rst of 
all, “CHP “and “muhalefet”), present in the discourse and among the top 
20 keywords as the fi rst case to study. Then he checked the context in 
which they are used (15 words before and after the terms related to the 
opposition), taking into consideration the security keywords. The goal 
was to fi nd out whether important political issues were combined (and 
if so, how often) with security topics, identifying, at the same time, any 
attempts at the securitisation of political subjects. The results are below 
in Tables 2 and 3.

Tables 2 and 3 clearly show that political issues were securitised in 
Turkish politics in the analysed period. The keywords related to the oppo-
sition were often mentioned in a less or more noticeable security context 
– more during the second than the fi rst presidency. The author found that 
“CHP” was mostly associated with “terör” (terrorism), “mücadele” (strug-
gle), “darbe” (coup), “FETÖ” and “saldırı” (attack) – fi rst of all during 
the second presidency. The exception is the year 2021, in which “CHP” 
appeared much less frequently in Erdoğan’s speeches – probably due to 
the emergence of two new oppositional parties in the forms of the Future 
Party and Democracy and Progress Party and only the term “terör” (ter-
rorism) was mentioned relatively frequently together with CHP at that 
time. However, “CHP” was also mentioned sometimes in connection with 
other security terms such as “güvenlik” (security) in both Presidencies as 
well as PKK, and “savaş “ (war) in the second presidency.

As for the word “muhalefet” (opposition), Erdoğan would associate it 
with “terör” (terrorism) in the whole analysed period. It is also combined 
to some extent with “mücadele” (struggle) and “PKK” as well as “saldırı” 
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(attack), “darbe” (coup) and “güvenlik” (security) in the early stages of 
the time span this analysis covers (the fi rst presidency), whereas the trend 
slowly moved towards “FETÖ” and yet again, “mücadele” (struggle) and 
“darbe” (coup), during the second presidency.

A content analysis (the keyword in context option) of Erdoğan’s 
speeches shows that even the frequently used term “demokrasi” (democ-
racy) is very often used in a security context, proving again its securitisa-
tion. Table 4 below indicates that “demokrasi” is, fi rst of all, combined in 
the speeches with such words as “terör” (terrorism), “mücadele” (strug-
gle), “darbe” (coup), “saldırı” (attack) and “güvenlik” (security), irrespec-
tive of the presidency. The term in question is mentioned then both in 

Table 2. Keyword in Context for “CHP”

KEYWORD/
YEAR

2015
(CHPx19)

2016 
(x7)

2017
(x15)

2018
(x118)

2019
(x321)

2020
(x182)

2021
(x68)

terör (terörist 
incl.)

3 0 0 13 14 17 6

mücadele 1 0 0 2 11 25 0
darbe 1 2 1 8 14 18 1
saldırı 0 1 0 2 4 8 0

güvenlik 1 0 0 0 1 1 0
savaş 0 0 0 1 1 4 0

FETÖ 0 0 0 2 11 42 0
PKK 0 0 0 1 4 3 2

Source: Türkiye Cumhuriyeti, n.d.

Table 3. Keyword in Context for “muhalefet”

KEYWORD/
YEAR

2015
(muhalefet 

x131)

2016
(x52)

2017
(x30)

2018
(x84)

2019
(x67)

2020
(x104)

2021
(x70)

terör (terörist 
incl.)

5 12 1 12 2 3 4

mücadele 2 2 1 5 7 16 5
darbe 1 1 1 0 1 6 0
saldırı 3 0 0 0 0 1 0

güvenlik 2 1 0 0 2 1 0
savaş 0 0 1 0 1 0 0

FETÖ 0 1 0 1 7 3 1
PKK 1 3 0 1 1 0 2

 11  – most frequent security words as a context (5 or more times)
 2 – security words as a context
Source: Türkiye Cumhuriyeti, n.d.
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a very general security context but also with reference to the failed coup 
(sometimes also through the use of the “FETÖ” term).

Discussion

The key question in this regard is why security issues constantly domi-
nated in Turkish political discourse and politics in the analysed period. 
We can talk both about objective and subjective factors.

Long-term objective factors (being valid irrespective of the period of 
Turkish contemporary history) are very well presented by Aydın. The 
Turkish scholar singles out the role of history and related position of the 
army in the political system of the country as well as geopolitics. All of 
them contribute to perceiving security in a comprehensive way, and, as 
a result, it is an intrinsic part of Turkish political discourse and politics, 
including the analysed period. These factors are related at the same time 
to a particular Turkish “security culture”, which is based on an “insecu-
rity complex” and a “national security syndrome” (Aydın, 2003, p. 164). 

Turkish security is traditionally defi ned as the “condition of being 
protected from or being not exposed to danger” (Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, 2001). In general terms, it focuses on self-preservation and in-
cludes three main components: the survival of the population, the pres-
ervation of the territorial integrity, and the identity of the nation (Aydın, 
2003, p. 164). A particular perception of threats to which these compo-
nents are exposed led to a broad, formal defi nition of security. According 

Table 4. Keywords in Context for “demokrasi”

KEYWORD/
YEAR

2015
(demokrasi 

x269)

2016 
(x171)

2017
(x79)

2018
(x135)

2019
(x306)

2020
(x199)

2021
(x209)

terör (terörist 
incl.)

28 30 5 15 37 9 11

mücadele 31 18 9 9 45 38 48
darbe 13 43 3 10 28 26 21
saldırı 0 6 2 5 17 10 9

güvenlik 3 5 1 3 8 6 6
savaş 2 1 0 2 0 2 0

FETÖ 0 2 0 2 13 4 1
PKK 1 1 0 0 5 1 0

 11  – most frequent security words as a context (5 or more times)

 2 – security words as a context

Source: Türkiye Cumhuriyeti, n.d.
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to Art. 2a of the Law 2945 on the National Security Council, “national 
security means the defence and protection of the state against every kind 
of external and internal threat to the constitutional order, national exist-
ence, unity, and to all its interests and contractual rights in the inter-
national arena including in the political, social, cultural, and economic 
spheres” (Jenkins, 2001, p. 46). 

This defi nition is based on a broad understanding of security threats. 
It is not surprising, then, that many political issues are securitised in 
Turkish political discourse and presented as security issues, even though 
at the fi rst glance they are not directly connected with security.

The broad perception of security threats has its roots in the 
aforementioned historical and geopolitical factors, creating a ‘culture of 
insecurity’. As for the history of the Turkish Republic, its establishment 
was already preceded with a diffi cult period of the First World War 
ending with the highly disadvantageous Sevres Treaty and, later, the War 
of Independence, which are the roots of the so-called ‘Sevres Syndrome’, 
meaning, in general terms, the feeling of being threatened and encircled 
by different enemies whose policy is aimed at destroying Türkiye, taking 
part of its territory, etc. (Gökçek, 2011, pp. 98–184). The Turkish Republic, 
as a new modern nation state, had to give priority to security in all of its 
dimensions. It was not only about protecting its sovereignty and integrity 
against potential external threats, but also to preserve the new national 
identity that was developing as an important pillar of the Turkish state 
and as a model of the society. The protection of the new country against 
external and domestic threats belonged (and still belongs) to the state 
elites, the fi rst of which being the army, whose position in the political 
system of Türkiye is still strong (even if weakened slightly since 2008) 
– both in the formal and informal dimensions (Szymański, 2015, pp. 19–
27). That is why the Turkish army traditionally intervened not only in 
foreign policy but also domestic politics, including the military coups. 
It had to do so because of the unstable political situation in the country 
in subsequent decades post WWII and the constant threats to Turkish 
stability and identity being related, since the 1980s, to the development 
of the Kurdish issue and the increasingly complex problem of terrorism. 
All of these elements of Turkish contemporary history have contributed 
to the development of the culture of insecurity and securitisation not only 
of the Turkish state, but also society and, as a consequence, politics.

The culture of insecurity as well as securitisation also have their roots 
in the geopolitical position of Türkiye, obviously related to historical 
factors. The country is located in an unstable neighbourhood, the said 
instability connected to a large extent to the Middle East, and is exposed 
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to different security threats coming from its neighbouring countries, 
due to those countries’ unstable political and economic situations, the 
presence of numerous confl icts, and the development of the activities of 
radical groups as well as in bilateral disputes between Türkiye and its 
neighbours. It is particularly conspicuous in the last decade, covered by 
this article, in which Türkiye faced different external security threats 
(often related to similar domestic threats), coming particularly from Syria 
and Iraq. The unstable political situation and confl ict there have created 
a fertile breeding ground for the development of the nefarious activities 
of various terrorist organisations (the PKK, YPG) and radical Islamist 
groups – gathered under the umbrella of the so-called Islamic State as 
well as for the massive migration to Türkiye (Demir, Yılmaz, 2020). 
Moreover, various security repercussions have emerged in recent years in 
the Mediterranean Sea and Black Sea (particularly related to the war in 
Ukraine) (Hess, 2022). When we take all these issues into consideration 
and add FETÖ’s activities, including the failed coup attempt as well as 
a change of global world order resulting in an increasing role of power 
politics in the Turkish foreign policy (Szymański, 2019), it is not surprising 
that the culture of insecurity is consolidated in the Turkish state and 
society, leading to the securitisation of the Turkish political discourse and 
politics in the analysed period.

Apart from the key objective factors having an impact on the dominat-
ing position of security in Turkish political discourse and politics, there 
are also subjective, short to medium-term factors, having a similar effect. 
They are usually not directly related to security threats but are rather 
an effect of presenting some political issues as security matters. This is 
the mechanism which is at the core of the securitisation process taking 
place through the discourse and presentation of particular political nar-
ratives. However, in Türkiye’s case, even the presentation of some issues 
as security questions refers to the objective premises and presence of real 
security threats. The subjective factors then have a secondary position 
vis-à-vis the aforementioned objective reasons.

It is in the case of subjective factors, fi rst of all, to use a particular tactic 
as a tool in the almost constant political struggle and electoral competi-
tion to enhance one’s own support and weaken the position of political 
adversaries. For instance, the Turkish President was talking about the 
opposition in a security context, fi rst of all securitising CHP and present-
ing the party as the source of a security threat, even if only in an indirect 
way. The opposition, particularly CHP, was portrayed by Erdoğan as be-
ing in the same camp as the terrorists, primarily PKK (sometimes also 
the HDP, presented as the political wing of PKK). According to one of 
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the President’s speeches, CHP was acting together with PKK by not ac-
cepting the suggested state budget, “carrying them” into the parliament, 
opening fi re on the police, bombing various places, entering a mosque 
with beer bottles and so on (T.C. Cumhurbaşkanliği, 2018). The goal of 
the securitisation of the main opposition party was to discredit it in the 
eyes of the electorate. There was no coincidence in the intensifi cation of 
referring to CHP and simultaneously building connections with security 
issues, particularly concerning terrorism, in the 2018–2019 period. It was 
election time; the parliamentary and presidential elections were held in 
June 2018, and the local elections in March 2019.

 Another short-term goal of the securitisation of political topics may 
refer to drawing the attention of the electorate and getting its support 
for a particular political position or project. This aspect was observable 
in the speeches in which the Turkish President was talking (quite often) 
about democracy in a security context. Securitising democracy was aimed 
at convincing the people that the incumbents are the protectors of de-
mocracy against the many threats it faces, and security measures serve 
the purpose of defending democracy. In the case of this political narra-
tive, general security terminology was used to emphasise the role of the 
incumbents as the defenders of democracy. Because of this, words such 
as “mücadele” (struggle) or “güvenlik” (security) were so very frequently 
used by the Turkish President.

Two examples of Erdoğan’s speeches clearly refl ect all these aspects. In 
one of them he said with reference to an idea to change the law on social 
media as follows: “social media, which, when fi rst appeared, had been 
regarded as the symbol of freedom, has turned nowadays into one of the 
main sources of threat for contemporary democracy. At this stage, disin-
formation has become a global problem of security, let alone a national 
security issue.” (T. C. Cumhurbaşkanliği. İletişim Başkanliği, 2021). This 
is a clear example of how the President attempts to convince the people 
that security is needed for the proper working of democracy. In another 
speech, already in 2022, he emphasised the role of the defence industry 
in protecting democracy, saying that “We have paid a special attention 
to our defence industry in our act for democracy and development. We 
have taken action in order to create a powerful defence ecosystem which 
would equip our Turkish Armed Forces in line with the needs of today.” 
(T. C. Cumhurbaşkanliği, 2022) 

Just as often, Erdoğan made reference to more concrete security is-
sues, fi rstly to the coup attempt in July 2016, frequently using the words 
“darbe” (coup) and “terör”/“terörist” (terrorism/terrorist). He combined 
them with the term “democracy” in order to underline all the efforts 
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made so as to defend democracy against the plotters, including the heroic 
acts of citizens who came to the streets to stop the tanks. An increasingly 
stronger connection between democracy and security terminology was 
meant to make the people accept the project of Yeni Türkiye as promoted 
by Erdoğan as the Turkish President, particularly after the failed military 
coup as well as the new government system, which was not accepted by 
a substantial part of the electorate (Çandar, 2016).

Conclusions

Taking into consideration solely the observation of the domestic and 
international political events in Türkiye during the two presidencies of 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, the initial assumption could be that security is-
sues should have dominated more in the period of 2015-mid-2018 (the 
fi rst presidency) then afterwards (the second presidency). The second half 
of 2015 was marked by an escalation of the confl ict with PKK and a coup 
attempt which took place in July 2016, resulting in the introduction of 
emergency rule which remained in force until 2018. At the same time, 
Türkiye faced many security threats in its neighbourhood during the fi rst 
presidency.

However, the fi ndings of the content analysis have allowed the author 
of this article to prove that security was consistently the most important 
issue in Turkish politics in the analysed period. The Turkish political dis-
course which refl ects political life in Türkiye was dominated by security 
topics and revealed the securitisation of political issues. The period of 
the presidency is, then, not so relevant. Moreover, contrary to the most 
probable assumption, the securitisation of politics was in some cases even 
more noticeable during the second, slightly more ‘stable’ presidency. 

As the Discussion part of the article shows, the reasons for the domi-
nant position of security in Turkish political discourse and politics in the 
analysed period are the combination of long-term objective (historical 
and geopolitical) factors, and short-term subjective (tactical) measures – 
being in the latter case at the core of the securitisation of politics. In this 
way, the main hypothesis formulated in this article has been positively 
verifi ed. 

On the one hand, we can observe the continuous presence of a ‘culture 
of insecurity’ in Türkiye. It is shaped, fi rstly, by diffi cult historical events 
and processes (making, for example, the military an important part of the 
political system), which raise doubts about the reliability of and trust in 
different political actors (external and domestic) and, secondly, by the 
country’s unstable neighbourhood. These factors determine the broad 
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understanding of security (in both the formal and informal dimensions). 
It is a consequence of the recognition of many threats for the Turkish 
state and Turks (including their identity). The presence of the culture of 
insecurity therefore explains the dominating position of security in the 
Turkish political discourse and politics of the analysed period.

On the other hand, some subjective factors determine this dominating 
position of security, leading in the analysed period to a further securitisa-
tion of political issues (re-securitisation if we compare it with the earlier 
period of the AKP’s rule in the fi rst decade of the 21st century character-
ised by de-securitisation). The second part of the content analysis (the 
investigation of political keywords in the context of security) shows this 
perfectly. The Turkish President talks about political issues in a security 
context in order to reach some short term goals, fi rst of all to keep the 
support of the electorate – either through reference to political adversar-
ies or through attempts to fi nd the acceptance of his position and political 
narrative in the audience. This can also explain why the securitisation of 
some political issues is sometimes even more noticeable during the sec-
ond presidency. It is a time when Erdoğan must further consolidate the 
presidential system and his electorate – in increasingly diffi cult times, 
also in terms of the economic situation. 
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Abstract

Türkiye’s EU membership negotiation process has been comatose since 
its early years. Now, in 2022, the seventeenth year of negotiations, the fi nal 
destination of Türkiye’s EU journey is still far from certain. And recent 
debates on Türkiye–EU relations focus on whether Türkiye should be an 
EU member rather than why or when. There has been increasing criticism 
directed at each other and waning interest in Türkiye’s EU integration 
while the EU and Türkiye have faced major crises in the last two decades. 
This article aims to analyse key factors and issues infl uencing Türkiye’s 
EU accession process on the road to the current stalemate since the be-
ginning of accession negotiations in 2005: (a) the Europeanisation of the 
Cyprus issue (the role of EU Member States and conditionality), (b) de-
Europeanisation in Türkiye (the role of conditionality), (c) the return of 
geopolitics (the role of security considerations and contextual changes), 
and (d) the July 15th failed coup attempt (the role of conditionality and 
contextual changes). It fi nally explores the EU’s commitment to enlarge-
ment and debates on its alternatives (the role of Member States, and EU 
institutions and narratives).

Keywords: Türkiye, Turkey, European Union, Enlargement, Cyprus

Introduction

Türkiye’s EU membership negotiation process has been comatose 
since its early years. Türkiye–EU relations and European integration per 
se have faced several crises since Türkiye began accession negotiations in 
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2005. Those of note are the Cyprus-issue-related crises in the enlargement 
process and the Eastern Mediterranean, the Eurozone crisis, Brexit, 
the Syrian refugee crisis, the July 15th failed coup attempt in Türkiye, 
“backsliding” regarding Türkiye’s alignment with Copenhagen political 
criteria, Covid-19, and the rise of far-right/populism in European politics. 
Indeed, these were existential crises. All have impacted Türkiye–EU 
relations and the EU’s enlargement policy to a certain extent. As of 
June 2022, 16 of the 35 negotiating chapters have been opened and only 
one chapter has, provisionally, been closed. In 2018, the Council of the 
European Union (2018, point 35) noted that Türkiye has been “moving 
away” from the EU; hence, accession negotiations “effectively come to 
a standstill” and “no further chapters can be considered for opening or 
closing”. The EU has since reiterated this position. As a response, the 
Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs (2018) accused the EU of not being 
“fair and honest” with Türkiye and stated that the EU’s allegations are 
“hypocritical and inconsistent”. Thus, the dominant mood between the 
parties is one of mutual distrust, and Türkiye’s prospects of joining the 
EU are gloomy. The fi nal destination of Türkiye’s EU journey, seventeen 
years after its beginning, is still far from certain.

Türkiye is a unique case with its history and experience in the EU 
enlargement process. The EU mostly singled out Türkiye as a +1 coun-
try among the 12 other candidates in the eastern enlargement narrative. 
Although a merit-based approach is the norm in the ongoing enlarge-
ment process and discourse, the EU again singles out Türkiye as a +1 
country among the 6 other Western Balkan countries. Countries that were 
part of the eastern enlargement round joined the EU in 2004 and 2007. 
Croatia, which had begun accession negotiations on the same night as 
Türkiye, joined the EU in 2013. And it will not be surprising to see the 
other Western Balkan countries joining the EU before Türkiye. The re-
cent debates on Türkiye–EU relations focus on whether Türkiye should 
be an EU member rather than why and when. There has been increasing 
criticism directed at each other and waning interest in Türkiye’s integra-
tion with the EU. Both Türkiye and the EU bear responsibility for reach-
ing the current impasse. However, Türkiye offi cially remains part of the 
EU accession process, and neither side has pulled the plug.

This paper focuses on Türkiye–EU relations beginning with accession 
negotiations in October 2005. It bases its analysis on the variables infl uenc-
ing applicants’ progress on the way to membership (İçener, 2009; İçener, 
Phinnemore and Papadimitriou, 2010; Phinnemore and İçener, 2016). 
And it looks at the key factors shaping Türkiye’s EU negotiation proc-
ess on the road to the current stalemate, namely: (a) the Europeanisation 
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of the Cyprus issue [the role of EU Member States and conditionality], 
(b) de-Europeanisation in Türkiye (the role of conditionality), (c) the 
return of geopolitics (the role of security considerations and contextual 
changes), and (d) the July 15th failed coup attempt (the role of conditional-
ity and contextual changes). It fi nally explores the EU’s commitment to 
enlargement and debates on its alternatives (the role of Member States, 
and EU institutions and narratives).

The years 2004 and 2005 witnessed very lively debates on Türkiye’s 
eligibility for EU membership, alternatives to Türkiye’s EU membership 
and the potential wording/content of the negotiation framework for 
Türkiye. These debates and the experienced diffi culty in reaching 
a consensus on the negotiation framework for Türkiye on the night of 
October 3, 2005, signalled that EU accession negotiations for Türkiye 
would not be problem-free. Considering what Türkiye needs to do to 
transform itself into an EU Member State and the opposition to Türkiye’s 
EU membership and enlargement in certain EU Member States, one 
expects Türkiye’s accession negotiations to be protracted and politically 
problematic both in Türkiye and the EU. That said, there was also a limited 
hope for progress based on what Türkiye had achieved between 1999 and 
2004 in order to meet the Copenhagen political criteria (Müftüler-Baç, 
2005). These hopes were raised by assuming that conditionality is crucial 
for progress in accession negotiations and that Türkiye is committed to 
joining the EU. But the increasing “nationalization” of enlargement policy 
(Hillion, 2010), with Member States’ established veto power and growing 
interest in using the enlargement process to solve their bilateral problems 
with negotiating countries, further politicised accession negotiations. 
Accordingly, the use of the carrot of membership to solve international 
confl icts between an EU Member State and a negotiating country 
preceded the EU’s classical and natural requirement to harmonise with 
the EU acquis to progress towards membership. In the case of Türkiye’s 
negotiation process, it was the consequences of the EU’s acceptance of 
the Greek-Cypriot-led Republic of Cyprus as an EU member without 
a solution as regards the island that put Türkiye–EU relations into a coma 
(İçener, 2018).

The Europeanisation of the Cyprus Issue

Since the Cypriot accession to the EU in 2004, Türkiye has been in 
a position that does not recognise one of the members of the Union that 
it is trying to join. And that EU member has a right to veto Türkiye’s 
progress in the negotiations and membership. The EU’s attempt to play 
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a catalyst role in solving the Cyprus problem by offering EU membership 
to Cyprus did not work. On the contrary, Cyprus’s EU membership 
without a solution further complicated the dynamics of Türkiye’s EU 
accession process and the Cyprus talks. Since their application for EU 
membership in 1990, the Greek Cypriot side aimed to Europeanise the 
Cyprus problem. And the EU Member State of Greece supported this 
policy. Türkiye and the Turkish Cypriot side underlined that the Cyprus 
issue is a problem that needs to be negotiated and solved under the aegis 
of the UN. However, the Helsinki European Council’s declaration stating 
that settlement on the Cyprus issue would not be a precondition for the 
accession of the Republic of Cyprus (Council of the European Union, 1999, 
point 9(b)) made it a de facto condition for Türkiye’s EU membership 
process. This conditionality was formally experienced in practice since 
the Greek-Cypriot-led Republic of Cyprus joined the EU on May 1st, 2004 
despite the Greek Cypriot rejection of the EU-backed UN-brokered Annan 
plan. With their accession to the EU, Greek Cypriots gained leverage to 
use against Türkiye and offi cially made the EU a party to the confl ict.

The impact of the Cyprus issue was felt just after the beginning of 
negotiations with the EU’s response to Türkiye’s non-compliance with 
the obligation to implement the Additional Protocol to the Ankara 
Agreement to open its ports and airports to Cyprus. The European 
Council, in December 2006, decided that no decisions would take place on 
opening eight chapters, and no chapters would be closed in negotiations 
until Türkiye fulfi ls its commitments related to the Additional Protocol 
(Council of the European Union, 2006, pp. 7–8). The European Council 
considered the areas covered by these eight chapters related to Türkiye’s 
non-compliance with the Additional Protocol.1 And linking the closure of 
negotiations with compliance with Türkiye’s commitments related to the 
Additional Protocol in practice means that Türkiye cannot join the EU 
until the settlement of the Cyprus issue. In December 2009, the Cypriot 
government decided to block six more chapters.2 This group of chapters 
is of particular importance as negotiations in these chapters are crucial for 
the Europeanisation of Türkiye (Chapter 23 on judiciary and fundamental 

1  These chapters are: Chapter 1: the free movement of goods, Chapter 3: the 
right of establishment and freedom to provide service, Chapter 9: fi nancial services, 
Chapter 11: agriculture and rural development, Chapter 13: fi sheries, Chapter 14: 
transport policy, Chapter 29: customs union, and Chapter 30: external relations.

2  These chapters are: Chapter 2: the freedom of movement for workers, Chap-
ter 15: energy, Chapter 23: judiciary and fundamental rights, Chapter 24: justice, 
freedom, and security, Chapter 26: education and culture, and Chapter 31: foreign, 
security and defence Policy.



75

E. İçener, Surviving a Coma? Türkiye-EU Relations in Times of Crises (2005–2022)

rights and Chapter 24 on justice, freedom, and security) and cooperation 
to deal with common challenges for the EU and Türkiye (Chapter 15 
on energy, and Chapter 31 on foreign, security and defence policy). The 
research on CEEC enlargement shows that when there is no credible 
accession perspective and conditionality, the candidate countries are less 
likely to keep reform momentum for Europeanisation (Schimmelfennig, 
Sedelmeier, 2008; Börzel et al., 2015). Therefore, blocking so many key 
chapters in accession negotiations cancels out the role of conditionality 
in Türkiye’s accession negotiations.

Another Cyprus-related issue impacting Türkiye’s accession negotia-
tions has been the discovery of hydrocarbons offshore of the island of 
Cyprus. The discovery caused tensions over maritime boundaries and ex-
clusive economic zones in the Eastern Mediterranean. It also added a new 
dimension to disputes between the Greek and Turkish Cypriot sides; 
Greece and Türkiye in the Eastern Mediterranean and the Aegean Sea. 
Egypt, Palestine, Israel, Qatar, Lebanon, Libya, and international oil/en-
ergy companies are also part of the issue. The EU membership process 
was a missed opportunity for a peaceful settling of the confl ict in Cyprus. 
But sharing hydrocarbons could act as a catalyst to solve the Cyprus is-
sue and create a common peaceful future in the Eastern Mediterranean 
(Gürel, Mullen, 2014; Olgun, 2019). However, the unilateralism of the 
Greek Cypriot side to prove their sovereignty over the island and maritime 
zones, and the consequent challenge of the Turkish Cypriot side to such 
unilateral actions with the support of Türkiye dashed such hopes. The EU 
has been criticising Türkiye regarding its drilling activities and political 
moves concerning the confl ict in the Eastern Mediterranean. As Türkiye 
did not shy away from its drilling activities in the Eastern Mediterranean, 
the EU agreed to suspend the meetings of the Association Council and high-
level dialogue with Türkiye in July 2019 (Council of the European Union, 
2019, point 4). The EU stood “in full solidarity” with the Greek-Cypriot-
led Republic of Cyprus and Greece and condemned Türkiye for its “illegal 
activities” and “violation of international law” (Council of the European 
Union, 2020). Solidarity is an EU value. But as noted, the EU became part of 
the international confl ict by accepting a divided Cyprus as an EU member. 
This policy increased the asymmetrical relationship between the Greek and 
Turkish-Cypriot sides (İçener, 2018) and between the EU and Türkiye.

All sides, naturally, are trying to defend their national interests. The 
Greek Cypriots and Greece, as EU members, use Türkiye’s accession 
process to strengthen their positions and maximise their interests in 
their bilateral problems with Türkiye and the Turkish Cypriots. Their 
veto power offers them this opportunity. Türkiye evaluates the EU’s 
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approach as “biased” and “illegal” and expects the EU to act as “an 
honest broker” (Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2020). As long as the 
Cyprus issue and the Greek-Turkish bilateral problems continue, the EU’s 
and Türkiye’s expectations of each other seem unrealistic. The cost of all 
this is the diminishing prospect of Türkiye’s EU membership. And the 
lack of a credible and realistic membership perspective results in alienation 
and frustration among Turkish political actors and public opinion. What 
Türkiye and the Turkish Cypriot side have been experiencing regarding 
the Cyprus issue despite their active support to the EU-backed Annan Plan 
is a bitter disappointment and strengthens the arguments of Eurosceptic 
actors in Türkiye. Repeating the same positions over the years caused 
a feeling of “exhaustion” as former Turkish Cypriot Minister of Foreign 
Affairs and the negotiator for the Cyprus problem Kudret Özersay (2012) 
argued concerning the Cyprus talks. Indeed, the Europeanisation of the 
disputes in the Eastern Mediterranean contributed to this feeling of 
exhaustion in the long-lasting Cyprus talks and Türkiye’s journey to EU 
membership. Subsequently, Türkiye has hardened its position on the 
Cyprus issue, and EU membership requirements are no longer a priority 
for Turkish domestic policy and foreign policy choices. 

De-Europeanisation in Türkiye

The negotiation framework for Türkiye states that the negotiations 
will be guided by Türkiye’s progress particularly in the Copenhagen 
criteria, its commitment to good neighbourly relations and determina-
tion to solve any border disputes, support for the solution of the Cyprus 
problem and normalisation of bilateral relations with all EU Member 
States (Council of the European Union, 2005, point 6). As shown above, 
the disputes in the Eastern Mediterranean with the Greek Cypriots and 
Greece blocked negotiations. Hence, the role of the Copenhagen criteria 
and conditionality in guiding the progress of Türkiye’s negotiation proc-
ess became rather obsolete. Türkiye’s accession process lost its carrot and 
stick mechanism. During domestic and international crises, the AK Party 
was left to its own devices to speed up or slow down the reform process or 
Türkiye’s Europeanisation. Öniş (2015) classifi es the AK Party rule into 
three sub-periods: (a) 2002–2007: the party’s golden age (b) 2007–2011: 
a period of stagnation and (c) 2011 – present: a period of decline. And he 
observes “a real change of mindset” – a shift towards “conservative glo-
balism via the Asian route” with “an overriding emphasis on rapid eco-
nomic development in the context of a rather minimalistic understanding 
of democratic rights and institutions” (Öniş, 2015, p. 24). In recent years, 
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Turkey’s “quest for strategic autonomy” in foreign policy has followed 
this mindset change by loosening ties with its western partners and get-
ting closer to authoritarian, non-western powers (Kutlay, Öniş, 2021).

There has been a visible loss of momentum and backsliding in the 
AK Party’s record in meeting the democratic standards of the EU since 
the beginning of accession negotiations. Indeed, domestic troubles 
such as the closure case about the party in the Constitutional Court, the 
military’s e-coup attempt against the party, the Gezi Park protests, and 
the internal political fi ght with the Gülen movement – later offi cially 
named the Fethullahist Terror Organization, FETO, by the Turkish 
authorities – made the AK Party and its leader Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 
enter into a struggle for survival. Thus, the AK Party showed statist 
tendencies to consolidate its power as opposed to its earlier zeal for the 
democratisation of Türkiye. The observers of Turkish politics termed 
the backsliding in the democratic nature of Türkiye as an “authoritarian 
turn” (Çınar, 2018), an “illiberal turn” (Bechev, 2014), and a “drift 
toward competitive authoritarianism” (Özbudun, 2015). Aydın-Düzgit 
and Kaliber (2016, p. 5) argue that Türkiye has been experiencing 
a process of “de-Europeanisation” since 2005, “a loss or weakening 
of the EU/Europe as a normative/political context and as a reference 
point in domestic settings and national public debates”. Signifi cant 
points of criticism are Erdoğan’s reactions to the Gezi Park protests, his 
majoritarian understanding of democracy, issues regarding freedom of 
the press, an imposition of a ban on social media sites like Twitter and 
YouTube, issues concerning separation of powers, problems in the rule of 
law, and a failure to deliver the promise of a new civilian and democratic 
constitution. Indeed, the AK Party and Erdoğan’s struggle for survival 
became an actual question of survival due to a coup attempt on July 15th, 
2016. The AK Party further developed nationalist and statist discourse 
and policies in the post-July 15th period in partnership with the Nationalist 
Action Party (MHP). The governing alliance of the AK Party and the 
MHP portrayed the constitutional move to a Turkish-style presidential 
system under the strong leadership of Erdoğan as a necessity to deal with 
internal and external threats to the Turkish state and democracy. These 
developments were initially evaluated as a form of stagnation and, later, 
a retreat in the Europeanisation of Türkiye.

In its 2021 Türkiye report, the European Commission (2021) identifi ed 
“defi ciencies” in the functioning of democratic institutions and the 
presidential system in Türkiye. Key issues that the European Commission 
criticised were: the centralisation of power, the lack of effective 
separation of powers, the weakening of local democracy, backsliding 



78

Studia Europejskie – Studies in European Affairs, 3/2022

in the judicial system since 2016 with an emphasis on the lack of the 
judiciary’s independence, the deterioration of human and fundamental 
rights, the judiciary’s loyalty to international and European standards, the 
accountability and transparency of public institutions, and Türkiye’s low 
alignment with the EU’s common foreign, security and defence policies 
or its priorities. Türkiye rejected the European Commission’s assessment 
on the political criteria, the judiciary, and fundamental rights arguing that 
they are “unjust”, “unfounded”, and “disproportionate”, “disregarding the 
challenges faced by Turkey and the threats posed by terrorist organisations” 
and “not taking into consideration the specifi c conditions of Turkey” 
(Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2021). During its early years in power, 
the AK Party, with its commitment to meet the Copenhagen political 
criteria, was a potent challenger to the national security understanding 
that acted as a stumbling block to democratisation and reforms in Türkiye. 
However, following the Gezi Park protests, the July 15th coup attempt, and 
international security risks associated with terrorist activities and confl icts 
in the Middle East, this time, the AK Party deployed arguments securitising 
the EU’s expectations about membership requirements. The AK Party’s 
perception of a lack of EU support and understanding towards Türkiye 
when facing domestic and international crises threatening its survival 
is one factor that alienates Türkiye from its European journey. Clearly, 
Türkiye not only lost its motivation for Europeanisation without a credible 
enlargement process, but also returned to the national security syndrome 
of the 1990s “framing the need for Turkey to be a ‘strong unitary nation 
state’ as a fait accompli of Turkey’s geography” (Bilgin, 2007, p. 753), and 
seeing the reforms needed to meet EU membership criteria clashing with 
Türkiye’s national interests and security.

The lessons learnt from eastern enlargement, especially the rule of 
law crises in Hungary and Poland, led the EU to strongly emphasise 
issues concerning the judiciary and fundamental rights (Soyaltin-
Colella, 2022). That is why the EU’s revised enlargement strategy 
prioritises these issues for the Western Balkan countries and Türkiye. 
If the negotiations were opened in Chapter 23 on the judiciary and 
fundamental rights and Chapter 24 on justice, freedom, and security, 
the EU would have effective mechanisms to encourage and accelerate 
reforms in these areas. However, this is not possible due to the veto 
of the Republic of Cyprus. This position leads Türkiye, rightly or 
wrongly, to question the sincerity of the EU in its constant criticisms 
of the judiciary, the rule of law, democracy, and fundamental rights. 
And Eurosceptic actors in Türkiye use the EU’s handling of Türkiye to 
promote anti-Western/European public opinion when it faces domestic 
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and international crises with increasing securitisation of all contested 
issues between Türkiye and the EU.

The Return of Geopolitics

Türkiye’s accession negotiations have been problematic due to the 
Cyprus issue and Türkiye’s problems concerning EU membership 
conditionality. Despite the European Parliament’s recommendation 
to suspend accession negotiations with Türkiye, the accession process 
and the prospect of Türkiye’s EU membership are still alive (European 
Parliament, 2019). Türkiye–EU relations are in a state of suspended 
animation, but the EU truly keeps Türkiye on continued life support in 
times of crisis. Here, security considerations and geopolitics play a key 
role in keeping channels of dialogue and infl uence open. This rationale 
behind the EU’s approach toward Türkiye can be traced back to the 
Commission’s Opinion on Türkiye’s application for membership in 
1989. In its Opinion, the Commission emphasised the EU’s interests in 
“pursuing its cooperation” and “intensifying its relations” with Türkiye by 
referring to its “strategically important geopolitical position” (European 
Commission, 1989, point 12). The EU sees a strategic interest in keeping 
Türkiye associated with itself and not losing it even if Türkiye moves 
away from the EU or when there is no political will to progress on either 
side. One example was the EU’s Positive Agenda initiative launched in 
May 2012. The Commission stated that “building on joint achievements 
and joint strategic interests”, the Positive Agenda aimed to “bring fresh 
dynamics and new momentum”, “fi nd the way back to re-energised 
European–Turkish dynamism” and to put the accession process “back 
on track after a period of stagnation” (European Commission, 2012). 
Clearly, the Commission tried to fi nd an innovative way to continue 
the alignment process on eight unopened or blocked chapters.3 Another 
important example of security considerations to give impetus to Türkiye’s 
accession process is the refugee crisis. The European Council, in October 
2015, recognised the need to “re-energise” Türkiye’s accession process 
to ensure its cooperation for tackling the refugee crisis (Council of the 
European Union, 2015a, point 2a). The fi rst EU–Türkiye Summit was 
held in November 2015. In a letter to the then Turkish Prime Minister 

3  These eight chapters are: Chapter 3: the right of establishment and freedom 
to provide services, Chapter 6: company law, Chapter 10: information society and 
media, Chapter 18: statistics, Chapter 23: judiciary and fundamental rights, Chapter 
24: justice, freedom, and security, Chapter 28: consumer and health protection, and 
Chapter 32: fi nancial control.
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Ahmet Davutoğlu, Commission President Jean Claude Juncker (2015) 
stated that this summit would be “putting new and fresh energy into the 
accession process”.

In the tenth year of negotiations, the rise of international terrorism 
and the refugee crisis, originating from areas bordering Türkiye, led the 
EU to engage with Türkiye to get its support to deal with threats to the 
EU. Moreover, these security considerations gave the accession process 
and Türkiye–EU relations the kiss of life. The EU agreed to hold regular 
high-level summits with Türkiye to discuss cooperation issues such as 
foreign and security policy, counter-terrorism, trade, economy, and 
energy. It pledged to open Chapter 17 on economic and monetary policy. 
The European Commission committed itself to work for preparations to 
open negotiations on fi ve chapters: Chapter 15 on energy, Chapter 23 on 
the judiciary and fundamental rights, Chapter 24 on justice, freedom, and 
security, Chapter 26 on education and culture, and Chapter 31 on foreign, 
security and defence policy. A statement following the EU–Türkiye summit 
in November 2015 noted this preparatory work and indicated the EU’s 
readiness to open further chapters in the fi rst quarter of 2016 (Council of 
the European Union 2015b, point 4). The EU declared its intention to lift 
visa requirements for Turkish citizens by October 2016 when Türkiye met 
the criteria for visa liberalisation. Chapter 17 on economic and monetary 
policy and Chapter 33 on fi nancial and budgetary provisions were opened 
in December 2015 and June 2016, respectively. Despite the problems in 
Türkiye–EU relations, security considerations and the need to cooperate 
with Türkiye to deal with challenges stemming from the Middle East 
led the EU to agree on a refugee deal and activated the accession process. 
However, this honeymoon period did not last long.

The July 15th Failed Coup Attempt 

On July 15th, 2016, Türkiye experienced a failed coup attempt. Türkiye 
is no stranger to military coups, but considering the evolution of democ-
racy in Türkiye and following the substantial reforms on civil-military 
relations required to meet the Copenhagen political criteria, there was 
a general feeling that the period of coups was over. The events of July 15th 
proved that that feeling had been rather naïve. That said, the same experi-
ence and emotions led the Turkish people to be out on the streets to de-
fend the elected government (Çağlıyan İçener, 2016). Certainly, July 15th, 
2016 was a turning point in the recent history of Türkiye–EU relations 
(İçener, 2016). One profound impact is the rise of anti-Westernism and 
Euroscepticsm in Türkiye following the failed coup attempt. This rise 
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is mainly related to the EU’s weak gesture of solidarity with the elected 
Turkish government. Political declarations of support to the elected gov-
ernment were not followed by high-level visits from EU institutions and 
Member States to Türkiye. And more importantly, certain EU countries 
provided a haven for the coup plotters and the people investigated by the 
Turkish judiciary for their role in the coup attempt. 

To fi ght against the coup plotters, Türkiye, as expected, adopted emer-
gency measures. And in a short period, the EU’s focus turned to the Turkish 
government’s post-coup policies. The Turkish people prevented the coup 
and protected the democratic regime on the night of July 15th, 2016. But 
in the eyes of the EU, Türkiye was still a candidate country that needed 
to act in line with membership criteria. The quality of the regime was 
as critical as its nature. Therefore, all statements of coup condemna-
tion coming from the EU institutions and key fi gures were followed by 
the calls to return to the rule of law, respect democracy, human rights 
and fundamental freedoms, the right to a fair trial, and the separation 
of powers (Council of the European Union, 2016; European Parliament, 
2016; EU Monitor, 2016). As noted above, for the Turkish government, the 
issue at stake was its survival and Türkiye’s independence. Subsequently, 
the Turkish government dismissed the EU’s criticisms over backsliding 
and defi ciencies in Turkish democracy for not considering the realities of 
Türkiye. The lack of membership perspective resulted in the loss of the 
EU as a normative reference point for Türkiye. Türkiye’s independent 
foreign policy clashing with the EU’s foreign policy priorities exacerbated 
this situation. Türkiye’s further de-Europeanisation eliminated the hopes 
for re-energising accession negotiations and opening more chapters. The 
relations between Türkiye and the EU evolved from the context of inte-
gration via membership to cooperation via partnership.

Commitment to Enlargement 
and Debates on Its Alternatives 

Since the eastern enlargement, enlargement policy is not a priority on 
the EU’s agenda. The EU’s enlargement fatigue and reservations about 
its integration capacity are constantly highlighted. There is also the crisis 
haunting the policy of enlargement and European integration itself; the rise 
of populism and the far-right. The impact of eastern enlargement on the EU 
and potential Turkish membership played a crucial role in discussions to 
shape the referendums on the Constitutional Treaty, the Lisbon Treaty, and 
Brexit. The Eurozone crisis, the Syrian refugee crisis, and fi nally, the im-
pact of the COVID-19 empowered nationalist and Eurosceptic arguments. 
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Anti-immigrant and Islamophobic feelings infl uenced public opinion. All of 
these informed the preferences of EU Member States. Hence, we see a more 
reserved approach to EU enlargement from the Member States.

Considering the rise of China and Russia, there is more emphasis and 
interest in geopolitical considerations in the EU’s foreign and security 
policy and its enlargement policy at the institutional level in recent years. 
Both President of the European Commission Ursula von der Leyen and 
Commissioner for Neighbourhood and Enlargement Olivér Várhelyi 
underlined the geopolitical and geostrategic importance of Western Balkans 
during the discussions on opening accession negotiations with Albania and 
North Macedonia (European Commission, 2020a). Petrovic and Tzifakis 
(2021) argued that this institutional geopolitical thinking did not deliver 
actual results as the EU Member States do not share the same enthusiasm 
for enlargement and use the accession process for their national interests. 
The preferences of France, Greece, the Netherlands, Denmark, and Bulgaria 
on the Western Balkan countries can be given as examples. Evidently, there 
is no consensus among the EU Member States on the EU’s commitment to 
the accession of Western Balkan countries, let alone Türkiye. In the case 
of Türkiye’s accession process, in addition to the positions of Cyprus and 
Greece, France’s position should be noted. France declared, in 2007, that they 
vetoed the opening of accession negotiations in fi ve chapters with Türkiye.4 It 
later lifted its veto in two of these fi ve chapters.5 France also opposed opening 
accession negotiations with Albania and North Macedonia in June 2018 and 
October 2019 (Peel and Hopkins, 2019). It highlighted the importance of 
the EU’s integration capacity and also triggered the debate on a reformed, 
more demanding, and rigorous approach to EU enlargement.

In the revised methodology of enlargement announced in 2020, the 
European Commission (2020b; 2020c) only targets the Western Balkans 
and underlines the central role of the rule of law and fundamentals of 
functioning of democratic institutions. The documents aiming to 
enhance the accession process and methodology of enlargement do not 
even mention Türkiye. And the EU has no political will to open Chapters 
23 and 24 that can induce Türkiye to accelerate reforms in the rule of 
law and fundamental rights. In the current context, when accession 

4  The fi ve chapters are: Chapter 11: agriculture and rural development; Chapter 
17: economic and monetary policy, Chapter 22: regional policy and coordination of 
structural instruments; Chapter 33: fi nancial and budgetary provisions, and Chapter 
34: institutions.

5  These two chapters are: Chapter 17: economic and monetary policy (opened 
in December 2015), and Chapter 33: fi nancial and budgetary provisions (opened in 
June 2016).
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negotiations are not active, EU leaders deal with the issues of the rule of 
law and fundamental rights as part of the dialogue between the EU and 
Türkiye (European Commission, 2021, 119).6 Furthermore, since 2016, 
the European Commission’s progress reports on Türkiye start with the 
same sentence describing the current context of the relationship: “Turkey 
remains a key partner for the European Union” (European Commission, 
2016; 2018; 2019; 2020d; 2021).7 The EU – Türkiye Statement of November 
2015 highlighted the need for strategic cooperation through high-level 
dialogue on areas of common interest to “explore the vast potential of 
Turkey–EU relations, which has not been realised fully yet” (Council of 
the European Union, 2015b, point 3). Indeed, the developments following 
the July 15th coup attempt interrupted the potential impact of geopolitical 
and security considerations to re-energise Türkiye’s accession process. 
Instead, the result was a functional relationship and cooperation based 
on strategic partnership and bypassing conditionality requirements for 
membership (Saatçioğlu, 2020).

Recent years have witnessed an increase in academic studies focus-
ing on the future of Türkiye’s integration with the EU and alternatives 
to membership. There is also developing literature discussing internal 
and external differentiated integration and the privileged partnerships 
with third countries in the context of debates on the future of European 
integration and enlargement (İçener, 2007; Schimmelfennig et al., 2015; 
Müftüler-Baç, 2017; Gstöhl, Phinnemore, 2019; Saatçioğlu, 2020; Tekin, 
2021).

Those who support calling a halt to enlargement followed the 
discussions on Brexit and the consequences of the deal between the United 
Kingdom and the EU very closely. Despite the opposition of certain 
EU Member States and the criticisms of the European Commission and 
the European Parliament concerning Türkiye’s de-Europeanisation, 
EU–Türkiye relations are still – at least offi cially – on the accession track. 
That is why it is better to classify the relationship status as being ‘in 
a coma’ rather than ‘dead’. Similarly, Türkiye is still committed to its 
membership target, although the EU’s handling of its accession process 
provoked strident criticism from the Turkish government.

As noted above, the EU recognises the strategic importance of Türkiye 
and is unlikely to risk losing Türkiye. Then, the crucial issue for the fu-
ture of Türkiye–EU relations will be the nature of the relationship. The 
most likely scenario for progress in Türkiye–EU relations seems to be the 
modernisation of the Customs Union agreement between Türkiye and 

6  Author’s own emphasis. 
7  Author’s own emphasis. 
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the EU should the political problems blocking such a move are solved. 
Both sides accept the need to upgrade the Customs Union agreement, 
and this should be considered not an alternative to EU membership, but 
rather a stepping stone. More importantly, it is viewed as “an insurance 
policy against the very threat of Turkey becoming totally unanchored 
from Europe” (Ülgen, 2017, p. 18). In the current, pessimistic state of 
relations, research on alternatives to Türkiye’s EU membership have 
grown. Differentiated integration as a concept is evaluated as “a way out 
of the dead-end accession track” (Tekin, 2021, p. 174). Clearly, this kind 
of relationship will perpetuate or deepen the existing functional relation-
ship based on common areas of interest. As highlighted by Saatçioğlu 
(2020, pp. 180–182), the politicisation of differentiated integration mod-
els in Türkiye is the biggest challenge to putting them into practice as 
a permanent form of relationship. If Türkiye were to be integrated with 
the EU on selected policy areas as a form of alternative to membership, 
the relationship would inevitably be asymmetrical. As voting rights on 
integration issues are privileges of EU membership, the EU cannot treat 
Türkiye as a partner equal to all other EU Member States. Considering 
Turkish criticism over the EU’s “double standards” in the existing rela-
tionship and the salience of sovereignty in Turkish political culture, it is 
almost impossible to convince Turkish political actors and public opinion 
of the benefi ts of any form of integration with the EU other than the one 
having voting and veto rights (İçener, 2007, pp. 427–430). How innovative 
the EU can be in designing the future of integration and its relations with 
third countries remains to be seen.

Conclusions

This article has examined why Türkiye’s EU accession negotiations 
have reached the current impasse. Questions over the EU’s commitment 
and fairness haunt the negotiations after a long period of relations. And 
mutual distrust and the lack of hope for changing the status quo poison 
the efforts to improve the relations. More depressingly for the supporters 
of Türkiye’s EU membership and future enlargement, efforts to design 
alternatives to EU membership have increased. Some of them aim to 
complement the negotiation process as there is no political will to go 
ahead now. Some of them are plans for the future of EU enlargement 
and integration as the perennial dilemma between deepening and 
widening the EU continues. Indeed, enlargement has been the EU’s most 
successful foreign policy tool. And removing the membership perspective 
or making it an elusive target runs the risk of the irrelevance of the EU 



85

E. İçener, Surviving a Coma? Türkiye-EU Relations in Times of Crises (2005–2022)

as a transformative or normative power in applicant countries. Or, in 
Türkiye’s case, losing it is a serious possibility. The signs of such an impact 
are already visible. Domestic factors and political actors play a signifi cant 
role in Türkiye’s recent de-Europeanisation. But the EU’s blurring of 
membership perspective is also responsible for removing the EU anchor/
carrot that motivates the political actors to reverse de-Europeanisation or 
offer alternative policy options to return to the EU reform agenda.

The paper showed that the Europeanisation of the Cyprus problem is the 
main stumbling block to progress in Türkiye’s EU negotiation process. No 
country can join the EU without meeting the inherent accession criteria. 
Hence, the issues concerning meeting the Copenhagen political criteria are 
a genuine concern. And the Turkish government has a responsibility here. 
Enlargement experience shows us that there are ups and downs in the track 
record of Europeanisation of the candidate countries. Türkiye may return 
to a reform agenda to Europeanise Türkiye. Geopolitical considerations 
and contextual changes allow a fl exible application of conditionality and 
motivate applicant countries to speed up their efforts. But by accepting 
the Greek Cypriots as EU members, the EU allowed them to use the 
enlargement/negotiation process to improve their national interests 
and use their EU membership to strengthen their positions/policies 
asymmetrically on the solution of the Cyprus issue. This situation leads 
Türkiye to choose between EU membership and protecting the rights of 
Turkish Cypriots, which is a national cause. Turkish feelings of unfair 
treatment towards the Turkish Cypriots following the Annan plan also 
prevent Türkiye from being more fl exible and trusting the EU on the 
Cyprus issue. All decreases the likelihood of Türkiye attaining their 
membership target.

At the time of writing this paper, war in Ukraine has broken out. 
Ukraine, Moldova, and Georgia have applied for EU membership. These 
applications and the Russian threat to European security and its neigh-
bourhood made the enlargement policy regain the popularity it had in 
the years of eastern enlargement. Not surprisingly, there is no great en-
thusiasm among the EU Member States. Alternatives to EU enlargement 
are discussed as much as the possibility of offering a membership per-
spective to Ukraine, Moldova, and Georgia and granting them candidacy 
status. Security considerations and arguments for a geopolitical Europe 
are infl uential. Reluctance for enlargement amid many crises challenging 
European integration’s existence and future is also not surprising. That 
said, there is also the question of whether the EU will respond to the calls 
to prove this is “the hour of Europe”. The inclusion of Ukraine, Moldova, 
and Georgia has a great potential to refresh the strategic thinking about 
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enlargement policy. This will force the EU to rethink how to integrate 
the countries of wider Europe into the EU. The EU is bound to do this 
effectively without compromising EU norms and values. One can expect 
that the inclusion of new countries in the enlargement process and the 
rise of the Russian threat will increase the pressure on the EU to upgrade 
and secure Türkiye’s status and encourage all parties to solve the Cyprus 
issue. If the EU does not deliver the expected, Türkiye will likely stick 
to its traditional balance of power policy and cement an uneasy alliance 
with Russia. Such political choices will inevitably affect the quality of 
Turkish democracy as the basis for the comparison shifts from Europe to 
Asia. Türkiye–EU relations would come out of their coma if all sides had 
the will and intention to achieve peace in the EU and its neighbourhood. 
This needs an act of political courage and is not an easy task.
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Introduction

With Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in late February 2022, Türkiye’s 
role in NATO once again become a topic of intellectual discussion, with 
many observers arguing that a revival of Russian power would lead to 
Türkiye’s return to the alliance as a good standing member, while others 
questioned the likelihood of such a scenario due to the country’s political 
transformation. This is not the fi rst time Türkiye’s role within the alli-
ance has become a subject of debate. Türkiye is often described as a valu-
able, dedicated partner of NATO, yet, since the beginning of its member-
ship, the country’s role in the alliance has been questioned more than that 
of any other member state.

This article seeks to analyse NATO’s relations with Türkiye and the 
country’s role within the alliance from a historical perspective. It aims to 
understand the debates on the role of Türkiye within NATO by focusing 
on the moments of transformation in relations. The main assumption of 
this article is that, from the beginning of Türkiye’s membership process, 
Turkish-American relations have been the main determinant of Türkiye-
NATO relations. Türkiye’s role, defence, and identity have always been 
questioned by the European members. But these debates on Türkiye were 
directed and/or suppressed by the US in accordance with its own interests. 
The US had been the main supporter of Türkiye in the alliance against 
the opposition and criticism of Europeans in exchange for Türkiye’s com-
mitment to US policies. During the Cold War, Türkiye was an irreplace-
able partner not only because of its location close to the Soviet Union, but 
also due to its utility in out-of-area operations towards the Middle East. 
After the end of the Cold War, Türkiye maintained its strategic impor-
tance as far as the US was concerned, but the differences in interests and 
values between the two allies became more visible after 2010. Türkiye 
failed to secure the support of the alliance’s European members to fi ll 
the gap left by waning US support. Indeed, the differences between them 
grew from that of security issues to wider, more major identity issues. In 
the last decade, Türkiye turned into a more problematic and less reliable 
ally in the eyes of its NATO partners. In my article, I fi rst discuss the 
impact of the US on the role of Türkiye in NATO during the Cold War 
years and why Türkiye was a unique and valuable partner in that period. 
Then I analyse how and why Türkiye maintains this position even after 
the disappearance of the Soviet threat, and fi nally I examine how Türkiye 
has turned into a problematic and questionable ally in the eyes of its allies 
in the last decade. 



95

S.M. Bölme, NATO-Türkiye Relations: From Irreplaceable Partner...

Transatlantic Bargain: The Türkiye Episode

In the late 1960’s, American ambassador to the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) Harlan Cleveland (1970, p. 5) described the organi-
sation as a ‘transatlantic bargain’ to emphasise the calculations of national 
self-interest on both sides of the Atlantic. According to Ellen Hallams 
(2013, p. ix) during the 21st century, this bargain had been based on an ex-
change between US commitment to European security in return for a po-
sition of leadership and dominance of NATO for America. Particularly in 
the fi rst half of the Cold War, the US dominated almost the entirety of the 
policy-making process. Sometimes the political choices of the US made 
the European partners unhappy, yet in order to utilise the American aid 
and security umbrella, they had no choice but to approve America’s deci-
sions (Kaplan, 2012, p. 35). The admission of Türkiye into NATO was 
a good example of this unwilling acceptance. Although European part-
ners had fears that the inclusion of Türkiye and Greece into NATO would 
result in a diversion of United States resources to these countries, the US 
found a way to convince them after Washington had described the admis-
sion of Türkiye and Greece as being in the best interests of the security of 
the North Atlantic area in 1951 (Joint Strategic Plans Committee, 1951). 

The US administration was also against the membership of Türkiye 
within the alliance at the beginning, but American military offi cials had 
been aware of the strategic importance of the country since the Second 
World War (Bölme, 2012, pp. 149–156). In a memorandum of 1946 concern-
ing the Straits, the Joint Chiefs of Staff (1946) described Türkiye as “stra-
tegically the most important military factor in the Eastern Mediterranean 
and Middle East, and the only nation possessing a fi rm resolution to oppose 
the apparent Soviet policy of expansion in the area”. However, both the 
American government and the army were determined not to undertake any 
security commitments in a wider geography unless they felt safe in Europe 
wherein they had just become involved (Policy Planning Staff, 1948a). 

In 1948, the negotiations between the Brussels Treaty Powers and the 
United States & Canada gave Ankara some hope on the emerging secu-
rity arrangements. However, neither the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) and 
Department of Defense nor the Department of State were willing to sup-
port Türkiye’s NATO membership. According to them, members of the 
organisation created under the North Atlantic Pact had to be “few, small 
in number and not duplicate instrumentalities created by the United 
Nations” (Foreign Assistance Correlation Committee, 1949). Partner 
countries also agreed on restricting the scope to countries of the North 
Atlantic region. It was made clear that Türkiye would not be included 
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in the new pact. On the other hand, military offi cials had been expecting 
to utilise the benefi ts of Türkiye’s strategic location in the event of war 
(Policy Planning Staff, 1948b).

In September 1949, the detonation of the fi rst Soviet atomic device ended 
the atomic superiority of the US and made strategic bombing bases around 
Soviet territory more important. This reality put Türkiye in a critical 
position; if Türkiye developed suffi cient military strength that could deter 
Soviet aggression in the event of war, the Turkish army could control the 
Straits, operate in the Black Sea and control land approaches to the oil-
bearing areas of the Middle East and the Eastern Mediterranean (Foreign 
Assistance Correlation Committee, 1949). The US gradually increased 
military aid to Türkiye and a massive American building effort began in the 
spring of 1950 (Department of the Army Offi ce of the Chief of Engineers, 
1950). In 1947–1952, in accordance with the American Army’s demands, 
The American Mission for Aid to Turkey constructed medium-bomber 
bases, military airfi elds and military facilities, established communication 
systems, and modernised, equipped, and trained Turkish forces. The 
aid was not entirely technical as it also included a reorganisation of the 
Turkish military establishment (Livingston, 1994).

Türkiye’s Republican People’s Party (CHP) government wanted to 
turn this rapprochement into a permanent security guarantee and, in the 
last days of their power, on May 11th, 1950, Ankara applied for member-
ship to NATO. However, newly-established NATO members were reluc-
tant to include countries extant outside the North Atlantic region, and the 
US administration believed that without having to give any extra guaran-
tees, they could fi nd a way to get Türkiye’s permission to use the mili-
tary facilities under the then current military aid program (Leffl er, 1985, 
pp. 820–821; JCS, 1949). The NATO Council turned Türkiye down, but 
this disappointment did not stop the Turkish administration. The newly 
elected Democrat Party in Türkiye saw the Korean War as a new oppor-
tunity for NATO membership and, on August 1st, 1950, applied for a sec-
ond time, just after the Turkish Grand Assembly approved the sending 
of troops to Korea. Although the Turkish troops’ achievements in the war 
impressed the US administration (Joint Strategic Plans Committee, 1951) 
and NATO partners, it was not enough to change their positions regarding 
Türkiye. Indeed, during a meeting with President Celal Bayar, Assistant 
Secretary of State George C. McGhee used the Korean War, which created 
substantial new requirements and affected the security guarantee capacity 
of the US, as an excuse for not entering into security arrangements with 
Türkiye (Department of State, 1951b). As a result, Ankara’s application 
was once again rejected. 
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However, after a Korean War that revealed the necessities of 
conventional war, the US administration decided to re-evaluate Türkiye’s 
request. The Joint Chiefs of Staff were still against full membership and 
recommended giving Ankara an informal security guarantee with the UK 
and France against a Soviet attack and including Türkiye with Greece in 
NATO planning. According to military offi cials, the admission of Türkiye 
and Greece could be useful for military planning and actions in the 
Mediterranean and the Near and Middle East, but it could also adversely 
affect the progress of the American Army in the defence of the NATO 
area, which was the US’ primary military commitment. Therefore, the 
inclusion of Türkiye could be considered after the defence of the member 
nations was assured. The Department of Defense and the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff shared similar opinions. However, the Department of State worried 
more about disappointing Türkiye, yet believed that if the other members 
approved the joining of Türkiye and Greece into NATO’s planning that it 
would mean opening ‘Pandora’s box’ on the way to full membership (JCS, 
1950; Department of State, 1951c).

At the beginning of 1951, in the US’ policy planning, the security of 
Türkiye was identifi ed as being vital to the security of the U.S. (Policy 
Planning Staff, 1951). Under the then current military aid & construction 
program, the American administration had already spent huge amounts 
of money and gone to great lengths to prepare Türkiye for a greater role 
in stopping Soviet expansion, yet there still was a serious problem. There 
was no long-term confi rmation of the rights for American forces to utilise 
the facilities in Türkiye, therefore American offi cials had to fi nd a way 
to guarantee access to all these facilities in the event that Türkiye was 
not at war while the US was. For the previous three years, Türkiye had 
been insisting on an assurance, in one form or another, that the US would 
come to their help in the event of an attack, adamantly refusing any other 
offers. On the Turkish side, there was huge disappointment. Although 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff were still against any kind of commitment that 
implied sending US forces to the area in the event of hostilities, the State 
Department started to worry about causing a deep-seated and lasting re-
sentment against the US. Besides, Türkiye was the fi rst foreign country 
to get the US extended military assistance on that scale in the post-war 
period to build up its defensive capabilities, and after such a huge invest-
ment it was unthinkable not to help Türkiye in the event of a Soviet at-
tack (Policy Planning Staff, 1951). The visit of Assistant Secretary of State 
George C. McGhee in February 1951 revealed the fact that NATO mem-
bership was the only option for the Turkish administration (Department 
of State, 1951b). Türkiye would veer towards a policy of neutralism, and 



98

Studia Europejskie – Studies in European Affairs, 3/2022

until a commitment was extended to Türkiye, there was no assurance that 
Türkiye would declare war unless it was attacked (Department of State, 
1951a). During World War II, Türkiye had managed to pursue a policy of 
‘active neutralism’ and not enter into war under the pressure of the Great 
Powers (Deringil, 1998). American diplomats had reason to believe that the 
Ankara government could do it again. As Churchill once said to Roosevelt, 
“There is only one thing worse than fi ghting with allies, and that is fi ght-
ing without them” (Harris, 1997).

On May 15th, 1951, the US formally broached the subject of Greek and 
Turkish NATO membership to allied countries as the best solution for 
security for the southern fl ank of the Western defence system. There fol-
lowed four months of extensive debate (National Security Council, 1951). 
The other members were particularly worried about a potential cut in the 
American military aid that they were receiving. Denmark led the Scan-
dinavian & Benelux bloc against the admission of Türkiye and Greece 
into NATO. According to them, a lack of mutual cultural ties, particu-
larly with Türkiye, could damage NATO’s character and open a way to 
admitting other nations that are farther away or undemocratic and to-
talitarian. There was also the possibility of provoking the Soviet Union 
that had concerns about encirclement, increasing the risk of war by ex-
tending the commitments into traditionally problematic regions such as 
the Balkans, the Dardanelles, and the Mediterranean, and dragging these 
countries into a confl ict in which they had no interest. The United States, 
however, managed to convince these countries, except Denmark, of the 
military advantages of admitting Türkiye and Greece, and alleviate their 
security concerns. Although the Danish administration was determined 
to use its power of veto, it did not want to be the one to destroy the unity 
of NATO at the fi rst challenge that the organisation was faced with and 
changed its decision (Wilkinson, 1956, p. 395). More important than all 
these objections, Britain, which positioned Türkiye in a regional Middle 
East Command under British control, was against the admission of the two 
(Athanassopoulou, 2013, p. 9). However, the US administration was deter-
mined not to permit any obstruction hindering the integration of Türkiye 
into NATO. Finally, Britain agreed to postpone the Middle East Command 
negotiations until Türkiye and Greece fully integrated into NATO’s mili-
tary arrangements. Washington dominated the entire decision process and, 
in one way or another, managed to convince all the allies. In September, 
the North Atlantic Council invited Türkiye and Greece into the alliance. 
Türkiye gained formal acceptance on February 15th, 1952 and, in a short 
while, turned into a solid logistical base and earned a key place in the 
NATO alliance, and all because the US had planned it so.
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Türkiye’s Role in ‘Out-of-Area’ Operations

During the Cold War, Türkiye was viewed as a barrier against Soviet 
expansion as a part of European security, but, from the very beginning, 
for the purposes of American and therefore NATO security planning, 
Türkiye played a critical role in the Middle East & Eastern Mediterranean 
(Joint Strategic Plans Committee, 1951). Türkiye’s role in the Middle 
East & Eastern Mediterranean was a more complex issue than its role in 
European theatre. Article 6 of the North Atlantic Treaty (1949) defi ned 
the geographic scope that the allies agreed on collectively defending 
as ‘the territory of any of the Parties in Europe or North America.’ 
Although the security of the Middle East and Mediterranean regions was 
strategically important to the countries of Western Europe for oil supply 
and transportation, from the beginning, the allies chose to take limited 
responsibilities only in the Mediterranean (Martins, 2016). The Middle 
East was out of NATO’s aim and scope. European partners did not see the 
region’s security as a priority since they felt far from being suffi ciently 
able to protect even their own territories. Under those circumstances, 
protecting the oil resources in the Middle East and preventing Soviet 
expansion in the region became the main issue for the US administration. 
Türkiye’s potential utility in war not only in the North Atlantic region 
but also in the Middle East could have been the answer. Although the US 
adopted a policy of keeping the military base rights in Türkiye within 
NATO, it did not hesitate to depart from this policy when the Lebanon 
crisis broke out in 1958 (Department of State, 1958). In 1970, in order to 
support King Hussein against the Palestinian resistance in Jordan, the 
US once again utilised the Incirlik Air Base despite the fact that the base 
was assigned to US forces only for NATO purposes (Bölme, 2012, p. 276). 
In the fi rst decade of the Cold War, because of military agreements with 
the US besides the North Atlantic Treaty, and due to Türkiye being 
heavily dependent on American aid, the distinction between the US and 
NATO was blurred in the minds of Turkish offi cials (Bölme, 2012, pp. 
212–218). This allowed Washington to persuade Ankara to allow them to 
use the NATO facilities in Türkiye in ‘out of area’ operations and take 
advantage of military rights granted to US forces in accordance with the 
North Atlantic Treaty. 

In the following years, however, a series of incidents — such as the 
unilateral withdrawal of Jupiter missiles from Türkiye by the US as 
a solution to the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, the 1964 Cyprus Crisis, and 
the Johnson Letter — launched a re-evaluation process in Türkiye’s 
foreign policy. In his letter, penned in response to a possible Turkish 
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intervention in Cyprus, President Johnson made it clear that, in a scenario 
where Ankara was in an offensive position, there would be no guarantee 
that the NATO allies would defend Türkiye if it was attacked by the Soviets 
(Johnson, İnönü, 1966). This knowledge made Ankara more reluctant 
towards the future demands of Washington. During the 1967 and 1973 
Arab-Israel Wars, Ankara allowed Washington to utilise communication 
stations but refused to permit American forces to use military facilities 
assigned to NATO (Bölme, 2012, pp. 261–292). On 10th October 1973, 
the Turkish government declared that “US facilities in Turkey were for 
the security and defence of NATO territory, including the protection of 
Turkey, but would not be used in connection with confl ict in the Middle 
East” (Winrow, 1993, p. 636). Türkiye was not alone. In the 1973 war, 
barring Portugal, all other NATO members declined American demands 
to use their facilities in out-of-area involvement.

Following the Iranian Revolution and the Soviet occupation of 
Afghanistan in 1979, Türkiye found itself in an even more diffi cult 
position in NATO while tensions between the US and Soviet Union 
reached new heights. In 1979, the Carter Administration established 
a mobile military force capable of responding to worldwide crises under 
the name ‘Rapid Deployment Force’, which was specifi cally assigned to 
protect the Gulf region. In this new security environment, in the eyes of 
Pentagon strategists, Türkiye’s primary role as a potential base was not in 
Europe, but in the Persian Gulf and Eastern Mediterranean for ‘out-of-
area’ operations (Athanassopoulou, 2013, p. 17). When Washington asked 
for military base access for its newly established force from Ankara, in the 
absence of any NATO security guarantees, the Turkish administration 
was unwilling to accept this request, which entailed serious risks. The 
European governments opposed Carter’s “ineffective and dangerously 
provocative” policy (Stork, 1980, p.6). According to many commentators, 
in a scenario where Ankara was to support non-NATO operations 
in the Middle East and Gulf region and cause Soviet aggression, 
European allies in particular would decline to protect Türkiye due to its 
provocative position (Winrow, 1993, p. 637). On the other hand, European 
allies were still lacking the ability to present a coordinated position that 
could balance US decisions, therefore Washington’s strategic choices, 
which the United Kingdom mostly supported, continued to dominate 
NATO’s plans.

In December 1979, in response to the Soviet SS-20 Saber missile 
systems in the Eastern Bloc, NATO adopted the ‘Dual Track’ policy. 

Under this policy, if negotiations on removing Soviet missiles were to 
fail, US intermediate-range nuclear missiles would be deployed by 1983. 
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Despite establishing a ‘Special Consultative Group’ within NATO, in 
1983, the Reagan administration announced the Strategic Defence Initiative 
without prior consultation with allies (Aybet, 1997, pp. 142–143). Türkiye 
was striving to break out of the economic and politic isolation by the West 
after 1980’s military coup and accepted the deployment of Intermediate 
Range Nuclear Missiles in its territories in the name of the alliance. 
While the US administration was increasing economic and military aid 
to Türkiye, the renovation and modernisation of air bases for the new 
nuclear mission was begun. The Turkish military bases’ modernisation 
process raised questions about the role of these bases in the Middle 
East. Both the Turkish and the US administrations offered assurance 
that the obligations of Türkiye were only to NATO, and that the Rapid 
Deployment Force would not use these bases in any given situation 
(Bölme, 2012, pp. 314–315).

On the other hand, NATO’s changing perspective towards the 
developments outside the NATO area offered clues about Türkiye’s 
changing mission. In 1980, NATO Secretary-General Luns mentioned 
in an interview “a need to have strategic perception that is not confi ned 
narrowly to the region of the North Atlantic Treaty”. According to Luns, 
“Both Afghanistan and Iran, even though outside the geographical 
boundaries of NATO, are still nonetheless very much Alliance business” 
(Stork, 1980, p. 7). The statement of the Secretary-General became 
offi cial with the Final Communiqué of the NATO Defence Planning 
Committee (1983): “…developments outside the NATO Treaty area 
might threaten the vital interests of members of the Alliance”. While 
the alliance members, particularly the US, became more interested in 
developments in the Gulf region, expectations from Türkiye to facilitate 
out-of-area operations were increased. However, Türkiye was not keen. 
There was no security guarantee from NATO allies in case of an attack 
from the region. Furthermore, Ankara did not want to be dragged into 
any confl ict in the region that entailed serious risks with the potential 
to ruin its relations with the neighbouring countries. Hence, in the 1983 
Lebanon Crisis, Ankara did not allow the US to use the Incirlik Airbase 
for the transportation nor the storage of non-military supplies (Bölme, 
2012, pp. 316–317). 

Security in the Middle East continued to be a dilemma for Türkiye 
throughout the rest of the Cold War years. While the region was becom-
ing more important in NATO’s defence planning, the discord among the 
allies on out-of-area operations in the Middle East and their reluctance to 
defend Türkiye in the case of war created a diffi cult position for Turkish 
offi cials. This would not end with the end of the Cold War.



102

Studia Europejskie – Studies in European Affairs, 3/2022

The Role of Türkiye After the Cold War: 
Security Questions of an Irreplaceable Partner

At the end of the Cold War, many observers had doubts about NATO’s 
future in the absence of a Soviet threat and most of them were question-
ing Türkiye’s role in the new security environment. In the fi rst decade 
following the collapse of the Soviet Union, despite debates, the member 
states found a way of uniting different interests due to pressure from the 
US which wanted to continue its position as fi rst among equals (Kamp, 
Volker, 2012). NATO modernised and reoriented itself to face the new 
challenges of the post-Cold-War era. While the NATO switched its strat-
egy from ‘collective defence’ to ‘collective security’, the strategic focus of 
the alliance turned from a ‘monolithic, massive, predominant threat,’ to 
‘multi-faceted and multi-directional various risk factors.’

In this transformation process, Ankara had initially feared losing its 
strategic importance to the Western security community. The outbreak of 
the Gulf War in 1990, however, removed all doubt in people’s minds and 
reinforced the opinion within the Pentagon that Türkiye’s geographical 
location was still strategically important. Türkiye could maintain its role 
as a part of Gulf security; moreover, it could provide a cultural bridge be-
tween Europe and the Middle East as the only Muslim country in NATO 
(Kuniholm, 1991, pp. 34–39). 

During the Gulf War, American forces used the Incirlik Airbase in 
Türkiye to strike targets in Iraq. Ankara, for the fi rst time in the history 
of its relations, requested air defence from NATO against the threat posed 
by Saddam Hussein. In response to Türkiye’s request, the US, Germany, 
and the Netherlands deployed batteries of Patriot missiles under the 
NATO fl ag (Townsend, Ellehuus, 2019). NATO sent 42 “somewhat 
outdated” combat jets from Germany, Italy, and Belgium to Malatya Erhaç 
Airbase (Kuniholm, 1991, p. 37). Türkiye’s demands, however, opened 
the old discussion among the members on whether the North Atlantic 
Treaty defence guarantee towards Türkiye would apply if Türkiye found 
itself under attack because of its “provocative” position. This debate also 
included a question on whether eastern Türkiye was actually in-area or 
out-of-area (Winrow, 1993, pp. 637, 645). In the event of an attack, some 
of the members, including France, Germany, Denmark, Belgium, and 
Spain, were against the implementation of Article 5 of the Treaty, which 
stated that an attack on one member of NATO is an attack on all of its 
members. On the other hand, the US, supported by the UK, argued that 
Türkiye was not in a provocative action because the operation was based 
on a UN Security Council resolution and insisted on giving Türkiye 
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assurance. Finally, on January 25th, 1991, the NATO Defense Planning 
Committee declared that NATO would invoke Article 5 if Türkiye was 
attacked by Iraq (Bölme, 2012, pp. 341–342), but the reluctance of the 
allies created distrust in the minds of Turkish offi cials about NATO’s 
credibility in the defence of Türkiye (Güvenç, Özel, 2012, p. 538).

The Gulf War proved that the competition over access to major energy 
sources was one of the main security issues in the post-Cold War era. At 
fi rst glance, Turkish-American security interests overlapped in the 1990s. 
Türkiye, fi nding itself at or near major confl ict areas from the Balkans 
to the Middle East and the Caucasus, had shared security concerns with 
the US on these regions. For the US administration, Türkiye, as the 
country on or near the crossroads of important energy corridors and the 
main confl ict areas, had vital value. (Nişancı, Dufourcq, 2005). Since the 
early 1980s, US offi cials, who were deeply infl uenced by strategic analy-
sist Albert J. Wohlstetter’s views, believed that Türkiye was crucial in the 
protection of Persian Gulf oil fi elds not only because of its unique location 
with military bases but also its membership in NATO (Karaosmanoğlu, 
1983, pp. 167–168). At that time, however, when the US administration 
offered to carry the Gulf defence under NATO’s framework, the European 
allies opposed, since they did not want to follow “the US leadership” while 
pursuing their interests at least out-of-area (Aybet, 1997, pp. 153–155). 
The post-Cold-War security environment, indeed, strengthened their 
opinion. They were not eager to undertake more responsibilities ‘out-of-
area’ just because of the US security priorities and they did not share the 
US’ idea on Türkiye’s strategic value on the defence of the NATO area. 
According to them, although Turkish lands might be valuable just as 
a buffer zone between Europe and confl ict areas, Türkiye’s close proxim-
ity to all these confl ict zones carried the risk of dragging European allies 
into new confl icts in which they had no vital interests. Critical base access 
during NATO’s combat operations in the Balkans proved these members 
wrong on Türkiye’s geographical value for the defence of Europe, but it 
did not end the differences on security issues and questions on Türkiye’s 
defence, which was increasingly considered as a part of the Middle Eastern 
security architecture (Güvenç, Özel, 2012, p. 538; Oğuzlu, 2012, p. 154).

Refl ection of a Shift in Turkish-American Relations: 
A Questionable Ally

Throughout the 1990s, discussions continued within NATO about 
the role the alliance would take after the disappearance of the Soviet 
threat. Although the new strategic concepts adopted in 1991 & 1999 (The 
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Alliance’s New Strategic Concept, 1991; 1999) were responses to these 
debates, the diverging security priorities and threat perceptions among 
NATO members deepened during the 2000s, especially in the aftermath 
of the US-led war in Iraq. In this period, groupings over security priority, 
threat, and burden sharing increased within the alliance, giving rise to 
what has come to be known as the “transatlantic split”. During this time, 
Türkiye could neither maintain its old relationship with the US nor build 
new, common ground with its European members.

After 9/11, Türkiye’s strategic signifi cance once again gained 
importance in the Middle East context. When NATO took over the 
International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan, Türkiye 
was one of the fi rst NATO countries that agreed to send troops; however, 
in accordance with its foreign policy priorities, it did not accept any 
combat role so as not to be a part of any confl ict in a Muslim country 
(Oğuzlu, 2013, p. 8). Despite its active military role in the alliance on 
a global scale, Ankara again faced the hesitation of some European allies 
when it requested the deployment of surveillance aircraft and missiles 
against possible attacks from Iraq prior to the war in Iraq in 2003. France, 
Germany, and Belgium were against any early defensive measures, 
claiming they could undermine efforts to fi nd a peaceful solution. Due 
to their opposition, the NATO Council failed to reach an agreement. 
Finally, under pressure from the US, the decision to provide support to 
Türkiye was made by the Defence Planning Committee (NATO, 2022). 
Ankara was committed to maintaining its relations with NATO, but it 
was also becoming more sceptical about meeting every expectation of 
an alliance wherein members refrained from giving defence support to 
Türkiye unless their own security was at stake. 

In the following years, Türkiye became less cooperative regarding 
issues that mattered most to the European members of NATO. Türkiye, 
for instance, treated with caution the efforts to develop coordination 
and cooperation between the EU and NATO as part of a larger project 
to establish a European security and defence structure under the EU. 
The Turkish General Staff interpreted these efforts as the prioritisation 
of Central Europe at the expense of Türkiye, which it perceived would 
lead to groupings in Europe and create a ‘Western Curtain’ instead of an 
‘Iron Curtain’ in the medium term (Bilgin, 2003, p. 345). Türkiye nearly 
came to the point of rejecting the Berlin Plus Agreement1 on EU-NATO 
cooperation (Vamvakas, 2009, p. 58). When Türkiye’s accession was tied 

1  The Berlin Plus agreement is the short title for a comprehensive package of 
agreements between NATO and the EU based on the conclusions of the NATO 
Washington Summit (See: Vamvakas, 2008).
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to the resolution of the Cyprus issue while Cyprus was accepted into 
the EU without any similar precondition in 2004, it created a deadlock 
in negotiations and Ankara used its veto power in NATO to block the 
inclusion of Cyprus in NATO-EU security cooperation (Açıkmeşe, 
Triantaphyllou, 2012). While Ankara faced various obstacles in its EU 
membership process, Türkiye�s role in this redesigned Euro-Atlantic 
environment became even more problematic for European allies. The 
efforts of the European members to transform NATO for their own security 
priorities, their increasing questioning of Türkiye’s role in this sense, the 
diffi culties in the European Union process, and the neglect of Türkiye’s 
security concerns by its Western allies have all strengthened the anti-
Western discourse within Türkiye and further fuelled distrust towards the 
alliance. As the Justice and Development Party (AKP) government, which 
has Islamist roots and rejects the old Western paradigm, consolidated its 
power in its second term and turned to a more autonomous foreign policy 
in an effort to become a regional leader, Turkish-Western relations became 
more confrontational.

At around the same period, Turkish-American relations saw one of its 
lowest points due to Türkiye’s refusal to participate in the 2003 Iraq War 
coalition. Despite the support of the US in Türkiye’s EU membership 
process and collaboration in Afghanistan under the NATO fl ag, the usual 
nature of Turkish-American relations entered a path of change. The 
transition of Türkiye’s US relations from military aid to defence sales, 
confl icts on the Kurdish issue and Iraq policies, and ambitions of Türkiye 
to improve its relations within the neighbouring regions were some of 
the factors that affected the two countries’ bilateral relations and their 
partnership in NATO. Since the end of the Cold War, Türkiye had seen 
more opportunities to become a regional power and had more confi dence 
and manoeuvring capability to realise that. With AKP rising to power in 
2002, Türkiye’s regional power aspirations in the Middle East became 
more prominent (Gürsoy, Toygür, 2018, p. 2). Türkiye wanted to establish 
closer ties with countries from the Balkans to the Caucasus and the Middle 
East, casting itself as an alternative power to the West. (Davutoğlu, 2001; 
Kutlay, Öniş, 2021). In Türkiye’s view, NATO should lead an operation 
only when there is a humanitarian crisis and with the authorisation of the 
UN Security Council (Oğuzlu, 2012, p. 156). There was a certain amount 
of common ground in how Türkiye and some major European powers 
approached the US. Both the Turks and Europeans viewed the unilateral 
actions of the United States with suspicion. The broader public in both 
countries increasingly came to believe that NATO had become a vehicle 
for US foreign policy in the post-cold-war period (Pertusot, 2011, p. 
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31). Among the European countries, Greece, Italy, and Germany had 
generally strong reservations about military campaigns abroad, while 
the others occasionally vetoed such policies (Sperling, Weber, 2009, 
p. 499). Although the US and Türkiye continued to share concerns 
with the divergent security orientations within Europe, Türkiye’s point 
of view meant a split in the ‘Atlanticist camp’. From the beginning of 
its membership, despite some bumps on the road, Türkiye had mostly 
acted in concert with the US, and had thus been considered a part of 
the Atlanticist camp in NATO, more so than the Europeans (Güvenç, 
Özel, 2012, p. 540). The US was once the main supporter of Türkiye in the 
alliance against the opposition and criticism of Europeans in exchange for 
Türkiye’s commitment to US policies. While differences in interests and 
values between the US and Türkiye became more visible after 2010, Türkiye 
could not fi ll the gap left by the decreasing US support in the alliance with 
the support of the European members. It was, in fact, to the contrary; their 
differences grew from security-based issues to wider identity issues.

With the growing weight and number of European countries in NATO, 
Türkiye started to experience the same political and cultural objections 
and criteria that had hindered Türkiye’s membership progress in the Eu-
ropean Union (Vamvakas, 2009, p. 64). The Islamist roots of the ruling 
AKP in Türkiye and its anti-Western tendencies led to the framing of 
Türkiye-NATO relations in identity terms. (Güvenç, Özel, 2012, p. 534). 
Even though Türkiye helped to constitute and secure the ‘Western identi-
ty’ during the Cold War through its security policies and commitments to 
NATO (Bilgin, 2003, p. 348), since the beginning of its membership there 
had always been doubt among European members about Türkiye’s alli-
ance identity. On the other hand, this had never been an issue in Turkish-
American relations until the second term of the AKP government. Türki-
ye’s assertive foreign policy based on active engagement with all regions 
in the neighbourhood and AKP’s motivation to make Türkiye a leader 
in the region and the Muslim World along with growing relations with 
Russia all started to raise questions in the US media on whether Türkiye 
was drifting away from a Western orientation towards an Eastern one (The 
Economist, 2010) (Cohen, 2010). In 2010, Ankara’s mediation of a nucle-
ar swap deal with Tehran, and Türkiye’s ‘no vote’ on sanctions against 
Iran in the UN Security Council popularised the comments that claimed 
‘a shift of axis’ in Turkish foreign policy. During NATO’s Lisbon summit 
in December 2010, Türkiye’s insistence on not naming Iran as a threat 
to the NATO missile shield, and its ‘threat to veto’ if that happened in-
creased concerns in both Washington and Europe. Ivo H. Daalder, who 
was the U.S. ambassador to NATO between 2009 and 2013, summarises 
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the confl ict between Türkiye and the rest of the members in that period 
thus: “In my four years there, it was quite often 27 against one” (Crowley, 
Enlanger, 2022). Türkiye denied all the claims that it was abandoning the 
West (Davutoğlu, 2012), yet it was evident that under an AKP govern-
ment, NATO had lost its meaning as part of Türkiye’s Western identity 
and had turned into a “pure” defence organisation whose contribution to 
Türkiye’s defence was more doubtful (Oğuzlu, 2012, p. 153). 

At the beginning of the Arab Uprisings, the chill between Washington 
and Ankara thawed for a short period. Türkiye’s signifi cance rose once 
again as a “role model” for less democratic nations of the Middle East, and 
as a key regional partner in Syria where the US was reluctant to engage 
militarily. Türkiye’s eagerness to engage in the confl ict could provide the 
US a sphere of infl uence in Syria. In the fi rst years of the war, the two old 
allies managed to build close cooperation. Hence, following the downing 
of a Turkish aircraft by Syrian forces in June 2012, the NATO Council 
announced its solidarity with Türkiye, and the US, Germany, and the 
Netherlands deployed Patriot missile batteries against the threat posed by 
Syria’s ballistic missiles (NATO, 2013). However, when Russia intervened 
in Syria in 2015, disagreement appeared between the US and Türkiye on 
how to address that. Political and military support of the US to PKK-
affi liated entities in Syria, such as the Syrian Kurdish Democratic Union 
Party (PYD) and its military wing, the People’s Protection Units (YPG), 
heightened tensions in US-Turkish relations. The crisis deepened with 
the West accusing the AKP government of being reluctant to fi ght against 
Jihadist groups (Schanzer, 2014). The withdrawal of the Patriots fi rst by 
Germany, then the Netherlands, and fi nally the US at a time when Russia 
was violating the Turkish air space angered Ankara and raised signifi cant 
question marks regarding the reliability of its NATO partners (Bekdil, 
2015). While NATO announced its intention to improve Turkish air de-
fences following the downing of a Russian jet by Türkiye in November 
2015 (Emmott, 2015), the escalation of Russian military activities in the 
Baltic Sea in the same period increased the demands among allies to move 
NATO back to its founding mission: blocking Russian (Soviet) expansion 
into Europe (Bölme, 2016, p. 137). Given the revival of the importance of 
Europe’s defence, the European allies did not want to be dragged into war 
due to Türkiye’s own engagements in Syria.

The prolonged crisis between Türkiye and NATO entered a new 
phase when Ankara announced in December 2017 that it would acquire 
Russian-made S-400 missile systems to renew its air defence. NATO allies 
were stunned by this decision. Due to the lack of an effective air defence 
system, whenever Türkiye was under threat of missile attacks from the 
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East, it had to bring a request for protection to the NATO Council, and 
often, such requests from Türkiye were accepted only partially or unwill-
ingly by its allies after much debate. Besides, only a few members had this 
capacity, and deployments of missile defence systems were hard to sustain 
and expensive to maintain over a long period of time (Townsend, Ellehuus, 
2019). Although the ‘Missile Shield’ of NATO was on the way, Türkiye’s 
airspace would be unprotected until the project became fully operational, 
which meant at least a decade. Moreover, large parts of Türkiye’s east-
ern and south-eastern districts would not be covered by NATO’s shield 
(Kibaroğlu, 2019, pp. 167–168). 

After Türkiye’s attempts to collaborate with the allies on missile sys-
tems failed, Ankara started negotiations with Russia. Buying this kind 
of system from Russia, which had been considered a growing threat 
since the 2008 Russia-Georgian War, was perceived as being in confl ict 
with the Euro-Atlantic security and defence architecture by the allies 
(Kibaroğlu, 2019, pp. 161–163). After the Russian annexation of Crimea 
in 2014, NATO suspended all civilian and military cooperation with 
Russia, and Russia’s aggression and intimidation towards its neighbours 
was described as a ‘threat’ that challenged the international order and 
NATO’s democratic values for the fi rst time since the end of the Cold 
War (Stoltenberg, 2015). According to US and NATO offi cials, buying 
a defence system worth billions of dollars from Russia was unacceptable 
and might not only cause Turkish dependency on Russia, but also would 
pose a risk of a leaking of sensitive information about NATO assets (U.S. 
Department of Defense, 2018). Washington’s reaction to Ankara’s deci-
sion was harsh; it fi rst suspended Turkish participation in the F-35 Joint 
Strike Fighter Program, then imposed sanctions under CAATSA 231 to 
the Turkish Defence Industry in 2020 (Pompeo, 2020). 

Since July 15th, 2016’s coup attempt in Türkiye, the relations of 
Ankara had been strained with both sides of the Atlantic. America’s and 
Europe’s slow response in condemning the coup, and Türkiye’s belief 
that Washington was reluctant to extradite Gulen, the cleric accused 
of being the mastermind behind the coup attempt, increased tensions. 
Also, criticisms of some Western countries about democratic backsliding 
further strained relations (Gürsoy, Toygür, 2018). While Türkiye has 
accused the allies of ignoring or even supporting the groups it considers 
terrorists, such as the Gülenist movement, PKK, and PYD/YPG, Western 
allies have sharply criticised the Erdoğan administration for leading away 
from the founding values of NATO, such as the safeguarding of freedom, 
the principles of liberal democracy and individual liberties, and the rule 
of law (BBC, 2017b; Hill, 2017). Feeling left alone, the AKP government 
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adopted an “eye for an eye” policy based on using its veto power as political 
leverage to force its allies into changing their policies on Türkiye’s security 
concerns and regional priorities, at the risk of a complete rupture of Türkiye’s 
relations with the West. Türkiye’s growing deployment of military force 
for its security interests also decreased the relevance of NATO for Turkish 
security in the minds of Turkish elites. On the one hand, Türkiye sought to 
build its security outside of NATO at the expense of confl ict with alliance 
members. On the other, it turned the alliance into a political bargaining 
platform on which to impose its security concerns. In 2017, Türkiye 
vetoed NATO’s cooperation with Austria, which had criticised Türkiye’s 
domestic policy after the coup attempt and announced its intention to 
block Türkiye’s bid to join the EU (BBC, 2017a). In 2019, during a NATO 
Summit, Ankara rejected NATO’s military plan for defending Poland 
and the Baltic states in the event of a Russian attack unless NATO allies 
recognised PYD/YPG in Syria as a terrorist organisation (Dimitrova, 
2019, p. 1). Finally, in May 2022, following the US’ decision to lift sanctions 
on YPG/PKK-held territories in Syria (Aydoğan, 2022), President Erdoğan 
announced that Türkiye would veto Finland’s and Sweden’s bids to join 
the NATO after Russia invaded Ukraine unless the two Nordic nations 
stopped supporting PKK and the Gülenist movement and harbouring their 
members (Lukov, Murphy, 2022). This last move of Türkiye demonstrated 
how threat perception and the security priorities of Türkiye signifi cantly 
differ from all the allies even when the Russian threat glued the ‘transatlantic 
split’ and united both sides of the Atlantic. Türkiye’s value for the alliance 
once again became the subject of debate in Western countries.

Conclusions

In her article published in 1989, Diana Johnstone describes NATO 
as “ostensibly multilateral, often merely the framework for bilateral rela-
tions in which the United States is the commanding partner” (Johnstone, 
1989). This description also fi ts the nature of Türkiye’s relations with 
NATO. In the aftermath of the Second World War, NATO had provided 
a platform for Türkiye on which it institutionalised its relations with the 
US, which it considered a key actor in shaping Türkiye’s Western identity 
and guaranteeing its security. The military nature of US-Turkish strategic 
relations had determined Türkiye’s role in the alliance during the Cold 
War years, and the questions some European allies had raised in relation 
to Türkiye’s identity and the defence of Turkish territories had been sup-
pressed by the US unless Ankara challenged US policy, as was the case in 
the 1964 Cyprus Crisis. 
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During the Cold War years, Türkiye’s role as a barrier against Soviet 
expansion and its military strength in the Middle East & the Mediterranean 
made Türkiye an irreplaceable member of the NATO in accordance with 
US military planning. However, with the dissolution of the Soviet threat, 
disagreement emerged among the members on the role of Türkiye in the 
new security environment, causing fears on the Turkish side about losing 
its strategic importance in the eyes of the Western security community. 
In spite of that, Türkiye maintained its role as a valuable ally to the US 
in the 1990s, especially in the Middle East. Given that the US dominated 
much of the post-Cold war transformation of the alliance, this meant an 
infl uential role for Türkiye. On the other hand, the questions of European 
allies on Türkiye’s value in Western defence and their hesitation to 
respond to Türkiye’s security demands created distrust in the minds of 
Turkish offi cials about NATO’s credibility. Furthermore, Türkiye’s 
status as an indispensable partner of NATO, which is maintained through 
its strategic and military alliance with the US, was shaken after the 2003 
Iraq War. While differences in interests and values between the US and 
Türkiye became more visible in the 2010s, Türkiye failed to secure the 
support of the alliance’s European members to fi ll the gap left by waning 
US support. 

The crisis between Türkiye and other NATO members in the last 
decade stemmed partly from a lack of consensus within NATO on 
a “common threat” and “collective security.” Although allies tried to 
mitigate these problems via concept papers during the 1990s, debates 
over NATO’s aim, commitments, use of force, and burden-sharing 
caused a split between the two sides of the Atlantic, creating sub-groups 
consisting of members with similar national interests. While Türkiye 
distanced itself from Europe in this process, it could not maintain its 
traditional strategic military partnership with the US due to confl icting 
security and foreign policy priorities. The disagreements in Turkish-
American relations peaked with the Syrian War followed by the coup 
attempt in 2016, and Türkiye felt abandoned by its allies in dealing with 
the emerging national security issues. Under the rule of the AKP, which 
rejected the Kemalist westernisation paradigm and did not see NATO as 
part of Türkiye’s identity, the alliance also lost its traditional meaning 
in Türkiye’s defence community and turned into a political bargaining 
platform to prevent Türkiye’s isolation on security and foreign policy 
issues. While Ankara’s “veto policy” made Türkiye more problematic 
and a less reliable ally in the eyes of its NATO partners, it meant the end 
of Türkiye’s long-time policy of obtaining security in return for being 
a staunch and credible member of the alliance. Türkiye no longer strives 
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hard to be a reliable ally, yet it continues to rely on two assets that still 
make it valuable to the alliance: its strategic location, and its strong army 
against the rising threat of Russia (Kelly, Chalfant, 2022). It means that 
Türkiye will continue to be the subject of debate in near future.
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Türkiye is becoming a new base in the global supply chain due to its 
geopolitical position and the cost advantages it provides. Due to the 
COVID-19 outbreak, logistics problems, especially production and 
transportation costs, have further strengthened Türkiye’s position in this 
context. Türkiye’s strategic location, strong logistics infrastructure, cost-
effective and qualifi ed workforce, along with a liberal investment climate, of-
fer a suitable environment for international companies. Türkiye ranks well 
in the World Bank’s Logistics Performance Index, which evaluates coun-
tries’ logistics performance in customs, transportation, and infrastructure.
Türkiye has served as a bridge between the east and west since histori-
cal times. During the Seljuk period, caravanserais and other infrastruc-
ture and service areas were established in Anatolia to support commercial 
activities. The Silk Road, which had an important place until a certain 
period of the Ottoman Empire, lost its importance due to other develop-
ments. 
The “One Belt One Road Project” initiated by China, still in progress and 
planned to be completed in 2049, will make Türkiye even more important 
in terms of the global supply chain in the next 10 years. İpekyolu follows 
the northern and southern routes in Anatolia. With China’s “One Belt 
One Road Project”, the Silk Road will regain its former importance as the 
“Modern Silk Road”.
Chinese President Xi Jinping fi rst mentioned the Land and Sea Silk Road 
project in one of his speeches in 2013. It has been decided to name these 
two projects as the “Belt and Road Initiative-BRI” or the “One Belt One 
Road-OBOR” project. The word belt constitutes the land route of the 
project, which includes highways, railways, oil and natural gas pipelines, 
and infrastructure investments. The word road includes the sea routes 
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covered by the project. The routes of these corridors are provided by multi-
dimensional corridors in the direction of Asia-Europe instead of a single 
route. Within the scope of this project, many infrastructure investments 
are made in Türkiye as well. In this study, the cost advantages that Türkiye 
will provide to the global supply chain will be evaluated due to both its 
cost and geographical location and the infrastructure investments made.

Keywords: Silk Road, One Belt One Road Project, Logistics, Logistics 
Centres, Logistics Base, Türkiye, Turkey

Introduction

“The world is truly getting smaller and the marketplace is getting 
bigger. Global logistics can help bridge the gap between service and 
effi ciency, but it is not easy” (PWC, 2022).

According to mercantilists, economies should encourage exports and 
restrict imports as much as possible. For this, it is foreseen to encourage 
imperialism and colonialism. On the one hand, they argue that it would 
be appropriate to achieve this goal with customs duties and subsidies. 
Adam Smith, on the other hand, opposes this in his work “The Wealth 
of Nations”, written in 1776, and advocates mutual trade between econo-
mies. Thus, he believes that all countries that trade with each other will 
win. To do this, he argues that each country produces the products which 
it is absolutely superior at producing, at a lower cost than another coun-
try, and buys other products at a relatively lower cost from other countries 
that produce them.

When Henry Ford founded his Michigan automobile factory in 1919, 
he had a goal of producing 100% American cars under one roof. By the 
1960s, he had achieved that goal. However, by issuing a memorandum 
which stated, “we do not have to produce everything ourselves to be com-
petitive from now on. Wherever we can fi nd at cheaper cost, we should 
buy from there”, he showed that producing 100% American cars was no 
longer his philosophy (Catero et al., 1987). In this context, logistics be-
comes more important.

Today, this understanding has dominated the globalising world 
economy. For this reason, western companies have directed their production 
to China. In this way, China has become a critical economy. Due to its 
surplus production and production capacity, China has adopted the policy 
of turning to foreign markets. The One Belt One Road Project (OBOR), 
which is widely covered in this study, and the “Middle Corridor” which 
includes Türkiye, should also be evaluated in this context. Because along 
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with the production of products, keeping them at the desired place and 
time is one of the parameters that will provide a competitive advantage. 

MIT professor Paul Krugman also emphasises that trade deepens be-
tween regions and cities rather than between nations. In this context, 
Türkiye is located in a highly geographically important region. Türkiye 
can reach a population of 1.6 billion and half of the global market within 
a 4-hour fl ight. 70% of the energy resources are located in the surrounding 
regions. Türkiye’s location gives it the potential to be a logistics base that 
will provide it with a strategic advantage, considering the other advan-
tages described in detail below. Being aware of this geographical location 
advantage, Türkiye has also made intense efforts to become a logistics 
base. In this context, on the one hand, the country focuses on infrastruc-
ture works in the fi eld of transportation, and on the other, it has started 
attempts to establish logistics bases.

The Focus of Trade Throughout History: Anatolia

Türkiye, which connects three continents and has a very important 
geostrategic location, is located in the west of the east and the east of 
the west and is simultaneously a European, Asian, Balkan, Caucasian, 
Middle Eastern, Mediterranean, and Black Sea country. With this posi-
tion, Türkiye will assume the role of a natural bridge for the Caspian and 
Central Asian resources to reach the west in the future.

Emphasis is placed on the words ‘location, location, location’ as the 
three basic elements of success in retail trade. Throughout history, the 
geographical location of all countries have been infl uential in the strength 
or weakness of the states established on them. In this context, the states 
established in Anatolian geography have always been important and pow-
erful.

Anatolia has been both a strategic bridge and a focal point through-
out history. What is meant by the focal point is that it is a production 
and consumption centre. We fi nd evidence that dark-coloured Camkaya, 
which was extracted from the volcanic mountains of Anatolia in the 
Stone Age and whose composition is similar to granite, was exported 
to the Balkans and Mesopotamia to be used in the making of arrows 
and knives. With the invention of rafts made of infl ated animal skins, 
the transports that had previously been made only by road were trans-
ported to lower Mesopotamia more safely, quickly, and economically on 
the Euphrates and Tigris rivers. With the development of settled agri-
culture in that region six or seven thousand years ago, so began grain 
shipments to Anatolia. The copper obtained from the Ergani mines and 
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the mining products extracted and refi ned in Anatolia were transported 
to Uruk and other large cities in southern Iraq via the Euphrates River. 
As the bronze obtained by mixing the copper extracted in Anatolia with 
tin, which is thought to be imported from northern Europe, was much 
more durable, it began to be used in weapons, agricultural tools, cer-
emonial tools, and kitchen materials and increased the dimensions of 
interregional trade (Kozlu, 2008).

The main factor for the Sumerians, Akats, Assyrians, and Babylonians 
living in Mesopotamia to establish great civilizations was that they sold the 
agricultural surplus they produced thanks to artifi cial intensive irrigation 
systems to other regions and imported stone and marble products to be 
used in strategic mines and forest products and constructions in return. 
Trade between regions became easier as the Lydian Emperor Croesus 
(595–547 BC) in Western Anatolia minted gold coins in standard sizes 
for the fi rst time. In the continuation of this process, we know that live 
animals, wool, dried fi sh, and timber were shipped to Greece from the 
ports in the Black Sea. Grain was also imported from Ukraine and Russia. 
The straits of the Bosporus and the Dardanelles, through which this type 
of transportation passed, were also the most important points of world 
trade (Kozlu, 2008). Later, spices and silk gained importance in trade, and 
the historical Silk Road gained importance for this trade.

The Historical Silk Road and Its Importance
Silk extracted from silkworm cocoons was fi rst produced in China. 

Scholars date the fi rst silkworm production to the third century BC. Some 
believe that this corresponds to the Shang Dynasty (145–1050 BC), while 
others assume up to a thousand years BC (Bozkurt, 2022).

The German geographer and researcher Ferdinand Freiherr von 
Richthofen used the term “Silk Road” for the fi rst time in 1877, based on 
the historical heritage of the region (Kafkassam, 2018).

The Silk Road is neither a single road nor even a real road. The term 
instead refers to a network of routes used by traders for over 1,500 years, 
and it is a term which also serves as a metaphor for the exchange of goods 
and ideas between different cultures (National Geographic, 2022).

The Silk Road, as the name suggests, emerged in relation to the pro-
duction and trading of silk. In China, silk could only be taken out of the 
country in the forms of yarn and fabric. It was forbidden to take silk-
worms out of the country, and the penalty for those who violated that ban 
was death. The Silk Road reached Egypt, Turkistan, and India during the 
conquests of Alexander towards the east in the fi rst half of the 4th century 
BC, and created a common market spreading over a wide geography. The 
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Silk Road, which has been used since ancient times, included Arabia, 
India, Anatolia, and the Mediterranean regions (Günay et al., 2022; Atar 
et al., 2018).

The main route of the Silk Road was the land road that started from 
China, continued through Iran to Mesopotamia, and then connected it 
to the ports of Antakya and Sur on the Mediterranean coast. However, 
this road has been reshaped depending on the developing political and 
economic conditions over time and has become an international trade 
network. The Silk Road is divided into two branches in the forms the 
North Road and the South Road. The North Road stretched from the 
Caucasus to the Black Sea, and from there to coastal points such as Azov 
and Crimea, and then from southern Russia, the Ural region, Southern 
Siberia, and Altai steppes to China. The Southern Silk Road, on the oth-
er hand, started from the capital of China and continued to the Eastern 
Mediterranean via Central Asia and the Iranian plateau and from there to 
the interior of Europe via ships (Işıktaş et al., 2017). 

If we look at the history of societies from the fi rst societies in noted 
history to the present time, we fi nd that roads built for commercial or 
military purposes infl uence economic, political, and social change. One 
of the traces left by the civilised societies of the time, such as the Romans 
and the Ottomans, are the roads they opened or protected (Gunay et al., 
2022).

The Sovereign (King) road, which was the main trade route used by 
ancient societies, was used by the Seljuks and Ottomans in the middle 
ages. The preservation of the historical silk road became one of the aims 

Figure 1. The Ancient Silk Road, Roman Period
Source: Khan Academy, 2022.
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of Ottoman economic policy, and these trade routes were supported by 
infrastructure (Günay et al., 2022).

Since the Seljuk period, an extensive postal system with inns and cara-
vanserais was established in Anatolia along the historic Silk Road route. 
The Ottoman Turkish state was also established in the areas through 
which the historical trade route (Silk Road) between East and West 
passed. This geographical location and wide commercial investments 
have made Anatolia a transportation and trader country. Controlling the 
Persian Gulf, the Red Sea, the ports of Syria, and the caravan routes pass-
ing through Anatolia, the Ottoman Empire benefi ted extensively from 
the international transit trade provided by the historical spice and silk 
routes. In this context, all kinds of taxes, duties, and charges collected 
from transit products were an important source of state revenues. On the 
other hand, people in these commercial centres became rich by participat-
ing in the active commercial life and offering many services, such as inn-
keepers offering shelter, and others offering brokerage services, saddlery, 
and kitchen utensil sales (Avcıoğlu, 1971).

Recognising the importance of trade, the Turkic states have built an 
excellent trade organisation. The Derbent organisation is a good example 
of this. The Derbent Organisation not only kept the roads and bridges in 
good condition, but also ensured the safety of the lives and property of 
the merchants.

The Derbentists promised that no one would come to any harm in 
their places and that if they did, the organisation would pay for the dam-
age/injuries caused (Orhonlu, 1967; Avcıoğlu, 1971).

During the period when the historic Silk Road was actively used, the 
state, on the one hand, and the trade centres along this route on the other 
hand, provided signifi cant revenues and profi ts for the people.

The most important piece of evidence that reveals the importance of 
the historical Silk Road is that along with the geographical discoveries 
and the discovery of new trade routes, there was a great transformation 
that started in favour of the west, which was noticed with the decline 
of the east and the west’s rise. 15th century Western Europe, which re-
mained out of the world trade system in a passive state due to the fact 
that the world trade routes were under the control of the east until today, 
embarked on a journey through these new trade routes, which would have 
the opportunity to establish hegemonic power over the world economy 
by joining the world trade system after the Geographical Discoveries and 
even coming to control it (Günay et al., 2022).
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The Modern Silk Road, “One Belt One Road Project”

Chinese President Xi Jinping mentioned the Land and Sea Silk Road 
projects in his speeches in 2013, fi rst in Kazakhstan and then in Indonesia. 
It was decided to name both projects the “Belt and Road Initiative or One 
Belt One Road” project. (Belt and Road Initiative-BRI or One Belt One 
Road-OBOR) The word generation forms the land route of the project, 
which includes highways, railways, oil, and natural gas pipelines, and in-
frastructure investments. The word route includes the sea routes of the 
project (Yılmaz, 2019).

The Modern or New Silk Road is shown in Figure 2 below (Başıbüyük, 
2020).

Figure 2. The New Silk Road 

The transit routes of these corridors are provided by multi-dimensional 
corridors in the direction of Asia-Europe instead of a single route. There 
are six corridors on the land route. These are: the China-Mongolia-Russia 
Economic Corridor, the China-Central Asia-West Asia Economic Corridor 
(Türkiye is located in this corridor), the China-Indochina Peninsula 
Economic Corridor, the New Eurasian Land Bridge Economic Corridor, 
the Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar Economic Corridor, and, fi nally, 
the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor. The project is intended to be 
a maritime economic corridor linking not only the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN) but also the economies of South Asia, West Asia, 
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North Africa, and Europe. In this context, the Belt-Road Initiative is an 
economic belt that includes the South China Sea, the Pacifi c Ocean, and 
the Indian Ocean (Yılmaz, 2019).

The project emerged when China adopted a new strategy. In the early 
1980s, China decided to change its strategy, and this decision predicted 
a change and transformation. This new strategy was based on “combining 
the universal truth of Marxism with the original reality of China”. The 
strategy envisioned China’s opening up by adopting a market economy. In 
this context, investment incentives and the cheap, local labour prompted 
Western industrialists to direct their investments there. The industrial-
ised countries used these approaches and went on to make China one of 
the largest economies in the world (Tanrıdağlı, 2020).

With the effect of rapid growth in the 2000s, China had a large pro-
duction capacity and surplus. By 2010, serious overproduction began 
to appear in China. It was faced with the problem of transporting this 
production capability abroad. It started to make serious infrastructure 
investments to solve this problem. This is one of the main reasons that 
helped to create the One Belt One Road Project (OBOR) (Tanrıdağlı, 
2020).

The OBOR project is one that connects three-quarters of the world’s 
population and 40 percent of the world’s gross domestic product, directly 
or indirectly affecting 130 countries. The main objectives of the project 
are: to ensure political coordination by developing common development 
strategies between countries; to remove barriers to trade by improving 
transportation, infrastructure, and communication opportunities; to de-
velop fi nancial opportunities to remove these barriers; to establish a large 
trade network from Asia to Europe; and to ensure communication be-
tween the peoples of the countries involved in the project, facilitating 
travel and sharing information (Yılmaz, 2019).

China announced that it envisaged a budget of 8 trillion dollars in 2016 
to develop the middle corridor, which it plans to integrate with Europe. 
In this context, the Chinese government, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, 
Turkmenistan, Iran, Türkiye, Bulgaria, Romania, Hungary, Austria, 
Germany, Belgium, and France are planning high-speed train connections 
to the UK. The project, which is estimated to cost 150 billion dollars, is 
expected to be completed between 2020 and 2025. Again, with regard to 
the Turkish leg of this project, a total budget of 40 billion dollars and an 
average annual expenditure of 750 million dollars were envisaged. In this 
context, a memorandum of understanding was signed between Türkiye 
and China during the G20 Summit held in Antalya on 14th November 
2015 (Başıbüyük, 2022).
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Online sales are increasing rapidly in the world. China is one of the 
largest investing countries in this fi eld. Today, a product you buy online 
in China can be delivered to your home within 1 week at the latest. The 
Chinese company Alibaba has made serious investments so as to reduce 
this period to 3 days. In the future, China plans to reduce this time to 
1 day worldwide. When the One Belt One Road Project is completed with 
various logistics centres, a product you order online will be at your door 
the next day in Europe, the Balkans, the Middle East, Central Asia, and 
Africa (Başıbüyük, 2022).

The China-Central Asia-West Asia Corridor 
and the Importance of Türkiye

As mentioned above, the Silk Road has been a trade route that served 
as a bridge between China and the Roman Empire for years. The OBOR 
project emerges as the fruit of an idea based on the idea of reviving the 
ancient Silk Road trade route. In this context, the new project covers not 
only the trade route but also the works related to infrastructure strength-
ening. The China-Central and West Asian Corridor represents an ambi-
tious route in terms of size and scope. The Middle Corridor is mostly 
the scene of projects aimed at strengthening international transportation 
infrastructure. Once the Middle Corridor is fully activated, it will reduce 
the transportation transfer time between Türkiye and China from 30 days 
to 10 days (Yılmaz, 2019).

Within the scope of the OBOR project, there have been many stud-
ies carried out and more planned to be carried out in partnership with 
Türkiye. After Türkiye became involved in the OBOR project, it also in-
cluded some of the existing studies in OBOR. It also plans to integrate 
new projects in order to make better use of the Middle Corridor route. 
The main ones are (Yılmaz, 2019):
• The Ankara-Istanbul high-speed train line, which started in 2005 and 

was completed in 2014,
• The Baku-Tbilisi-Kars Railway (BTK),
• Marmaray,
• The Yavuz Sultan Selim Bridge,
• The Eurasia Tunnel,
• Istanbul Airport,
• Osmangazi Bridge,
• The 1915 Çanakkale Bridge.
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Türkiye’s Geopolitical, Geostrategic, 
and Ecostrategic Importance

TASAM-Turkish Center for Asian Strategic Studies states that Türkiye 
is an important country in terms of geopolitical, geostrategic, and ecostra-
tegic aspects (Tasam, 2022). According to this:
• Türkiye is a world state that ranks 16th among 185 world countries in 

terms of population, 32nd in terms of land size, and among the top 20 
in terms of economic power.

• Türkiye is located in the Middle East and the Caspian Basin, which 
has the most important oil reserves in the world,

• Türkiye is also located in the Mediterranean, where important sea 
routes cross,

• Türkiye is located in the centre of the Black Sea Basin and the Turkish 
Straits, which have always maintained their importance throughout 
history.

• Türkiye is in an effective position in the Balkans, which underwent 
structural changes due to the disintegration of USSR and Yugoslavia,

• Türkiye is also located in the centre of the Caucasus, which is rich in 
mineral resources, and furthermore in Central Asia, where there are, 
unfortunately, ethnic confl icts,

• Ethnic confl icts aside, it is in an effective position in the middle of the 
geography formed by the Caucasus, which has rich natural resources, 
and beyond that in Central Asia.

Türkiye, which connects three continents and has a very important 
geostrategic location, is simultaneously a European, Balkan, Caucasian, 
Middle Eastern, Mediterranean, and Black Sea country. In this context, 
Türkiye is a Eurasian country. Other features that reinforce Türkiye’s 
geostrategic importance are:
• As a country that is democratic, secular, has a social state of law, and 

has accepted a market economy, it implements western systems and 
has adopted integration with all western institutions,

• Its historical-cultural unity and the fact that it has developed positive 
relations with the Balkans, Middle East, Caucasus, and Central Asian 
countries, which have witnessed great changes since the 1990s,

• It includes one of the most important routes destined for the transpor-
tation of oil and natural gas from the Caucasus and Central Asia to the 
West,

• Türkiye plays the role of a natural bridge for Caspian and Central 
Asian natural resources to reach the west. 70% of the world’s natural 
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energy resources are clustered around Türkiye. The Baku-Ceyhan 
project, which envisages the transport of Caspian oil to the west and 
has received great support from the international community, offers 
the most stable and safe environment in terms of oil transportation 
routes and carries the least risk in terms of environmental protection,

• Considering the exploitation of the rich natural resources in the re-
gion and their transportation to the west as a golden opportunity to 
increase regional cooperation and prosperity, Türkiye supports the use 
of multiple lines to transfer these resources to world markets and dem-
onstrates its political will in this direction.

Globalisation and Logistics

Globalisation is a process that transcends the borders of capital, goods, 
services, cultural assets, scientifi c and technological possibilities, as well 
as being a process that can never predict today what kind of results it will 
have in the areas it affects and how it will be affected by the results that 
will arise or suggest a collection of processes (Aydın, 2002). 

There is no universally accepted nor widely used defi nition of globali-
sation. Globalisation has economic, social, political, legal, cultural, and 
environmental dimensions. Scientists make a series of defi nitions and de-
scriptions of the concept of globalisation by prioritising the elements that 
fall within their fi eld of expertise regarding these fi elds.

The phenomenon of globalisation, which has emerged as a result of 
developments in the fi eld of communication and transportation, foresees 
the free movement of goods and services all over the world. Today, many 
business transactions can be done electronically. However, an alternative 
solution has not yet been found for the physical transportation of prod-
ucts from one place to another. In other words, transportation maintains 
its importance to an increasing degree. Countries continue their search 
for sustainable and effi cient logistics. In this context, the concept of a lo-
gistics base and its applications have become important in recent years.

Logistics is a tool for providing resources such as products, services, 
and people when and where they are needed. It is very diffi cult for any 
marketing or production organisation to succeed without logistical sup-
port (Ahi, 2015).

The economic growth in Russia and Asian countries, especially China 
and India’s development, creates new opportunities for the transporta-
tion and logistics sector. The sustainable transportation system, which 
aims to reduce the economic, social, and environmental costs created by 
the said growth, supports the development of logistics systems and the 
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development of intermodal transportation by creating new opportunities 
in logistics (Zeynep, 2007). 

With the effect of globalisation, the intensity of competition between 
companies and countries is getting tougher day by day. Organisations can 
have the power to compete; it depends on the extent to which they adapt 
to the rapid development experienced economically, socially, and tech-
nologically. Today, competitive conditions force providers of goods and 
services to achieve the fastest delivery and highest quality. Therefore, cus-
tomers and companies position themselves according to the quality of the 
products they buy and how quickly they can receive them. As a matter of 
fact, logistics is one of the elements that enable customers to have prod-
ucts quickly and safely. This situation causes logistics to be seen among 
the activities that will create a competitive advantage in terms of busi-
nesses and is considered a process that needs to be constantly improved 
(Pınar et al., 2020).

The globalisation of the economy, together with a consumer-oriented 
economy, internet-based information systems, the substantial reductions 
in trade barriers, tariffs, and transportation costs, and the European 
Traffi c Policy have all increased the amount of goods fl ow to be moved 
around the globe. This has generated growing demand for transport and 
logistics activities, which, since the 1950s, have changed greatly in order 
to respond to customers’ needs (Mariotti, 2015). 

The Concept of a Logistics Base/Centre and Logistics 
Bases in the World

According to the defi nition made by the European Association of 
Freight Villages (Europlatforms), a “Logistics Center”; is an area where 
operations related to transportation, logistics, and distribution of cargo 
are carried out by different companies/operators for both national and 
international transit (Ahi, 2015).

The effects of transformation and new formations in world trade with 
globalisation are also seen in the logistics sector. In this context, the im-
portance of the logistics industry and logistics activities are increasing 
day by day. Today, the concept of logistics has become known with con-
cepts such as resource planning, globalisation, supply chain management, 
and optimisation. With the globalising world trade and the new economic 
understanding, logistics activities have attained a different structure. The 
aforementioned differences encountered in the sector and practices have 
been refl ected in the types and operations of logistics, and the necessity 
of performing these operations at the lowest possible cost, quickly, with 
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high quality, in a manner that benefi ts from the economies of scale and 
integrated with each other, has led to the formation of logistics villages in 
a sense. Since customs operations are different in each country, different 
names such as “Logistics Base”, “Transport Center”, “Logistical Park”, 
and “Logistics Center” are used for logistics villages in different coun-
tries (Örs et al., 2016).

The term “logistics centre” was fi rst used in the development of indus-
try in the United States. In Japan, this concept is also known to be used 
for activities such as avoiding traffi c congestion, reducing energy and la-
bour costs, and the reduction of environmental costs. The fi rst examples 
of this practise, subsequently seen in Western Europe, emerged in France 
(Paris region; Garanor and Sogoris-Rungis). In the United States, the 
concept of a logistics centre/logistics base is called an inland port. Here, 
logistics-centre structuring has been implemented for two purposes: re-
vitalising old industrial areas that have not grown much and establish-
ing formations called “unit development”, planned for freight purposes. 
Specially planned and established areas for carrying out logistics activities 
are called logistics centres. A logistics centre is a region where all logistics 
activities related to commercial national and international transportation 
are carried out by different service providers. In Türkiye, this concept 
is expressed with terms such as “logistics village”, “freight village”, and 
“logistics base” (Şahin et al., 2015).

Table 1. Major Logistics Bases in Europe

Country Number 
of Logistics Bases Country Number 

of Logistics Bases
Germany 35 Austria 5
Spain 33 Finland 5
France 26 Croatia 4
Italy 21 Luxembourg 4
Holland 15 Ireland 4
Czech Republic 11 Lithuania 3
Sweden 10 Estonia 3
United Kingdom 9 South Cyprus 3
Denmark 7 Greece 2
Belgium 7 Slovenia 2
Hungary 7 Latvia 2
Portugal 6 Malta 2
Poland 6 Romania 1
Slovakia 6 Bulgaria 1

Source: Europlatform, 2015.
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On the one hand, the United States of America, which hosts the ma-
jority of logistics service providers, is one of the leading countries in 
this fi eld. On the European continent, it is known that countries such 
as Germany and France are preferred globally for logistics activities. On 
the other hand, in addition to China, which has great power on a global 
scale, countries such as Japan and Singapore stand out as the countries 
of the Asian continent that have helped themselves to large slices of the 
logistics cake. It is also thought that Asian, Eastern Europe, and Middle 
Eastern countries will gain signifi cant momentum in terms of logistics 
activities in the future, compared to the increasing costs of the Americas 
and Western European regions (Süzer, 2005).

On the other hand, the fact that 7 of the 10 busiest ports in the world 
are in China is a sign of China’s important position both in global trade 
and the global supply chain (Utikad, 2020).

An Overview of Türkiye’s Logistics Sector

Türkiye went through a reorganisation within the Ministry of Transport 
and Infrastructure at the beginning of 2020 in order to increase effi ciency 
and productivity in the logistics sector. With this reorganisation, the 
general directorates regulating road, rail, and combined transport 
activities were combined, and the two general directorates regulating 
maritime transport activities were merged.

All types of sea, rail, road, and air transportation and combined trans-
portation can be used in transportation activities carried to all parts of the 
world, including those European, Middle Eastern, and Asian countries 
that are geographically close to Türkiye. Located on historically impor-
tant trade and transportation corridors, where three continents converge, 
Türkiye’s convenient location for transportation activities allows the use 
of different transportation modes and diverse transportation routes in 
the country’s imports and exports. Recent investments in the improve-
ment of logistics infrastructure include Istanbul Airport, Yavuz Sultan 
Selim Bridge, Marmaray, ports, logistics centres, the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars 
Railway Line, etc., stand out. When the public investments made in the 
last 5 years are examined, it is clear that the Transportation and Commu-
nications sector had the largest share of the total investment plan in 2020. 
According to the 2020 Investment Program, approximately one-third of 
the total investments were allocated for use in projects in the Transport 
and Communications sector (Utikad, 2020).

Considering the value of the goods transported to the types of trans-
portation in Türkiye in terms of the last 10-year period, we can see that 
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maritime transport has had the largest share in terms of both imports and 
exports. In this context, road transport ranks second, air transport ranks 
third, and rail transport ranks fourth.

Rail Freight

Railway transportation, which is one of the two types of transportation 
carried out over land, is a more environmentally friendly, safe, and eco-
nomical type of transportation compared to road transportation. Türkiye 
has placed more importance on road transport in the last 70 years. For this 
reason, the share of railways in freight transport is quite low. The total rail 
network in the USA is 250,000 kilometres long and 80% of those lines are 
used for freight; China follows the USA with a 100,000-kilometre-long 
rail line, and by 2050, China’s rail network is planned to exceed 270,000 
kilometres; Russia’s 85,000-kilometre-long railway network comes in 
third place. The current railway network in Türkiye is 12,803 kilometres 
(Utikad, 2020). The share of railways in freight transport in Türkiye is 
quite low.

However, in recent times, investments in this fi eld have been focused 
on taking railway transportation to the forefront. There is an aim to in-
crease the total railway line length to 17,527 kilometres in 2023, and to 
23,627 kilometres between 2023 and 2035 (T.C. Ulaştırma ve Altyapı 
Bakanlığı, 2020). As can be seen, the aim is to double the railway net-
works over the next 10 years.

Türkiye’s railway connections to the outside world include Kapıkule 
(Bulgaria), Uzunköprü (Greece), Canbaz (Georgia), Doğukapı (Armenia), 
Kapıköy (Iran), Islahiye, Nusaybin and Çobanbey (Syria) gates, whereas 
the Doğukapı, Islahiye, Nusaybin and Çobanbey gates are not currently 
in service (TCDD, 2022). 

Türkiye’s 13 ports in total have railway connections and these ports 
are: Haydarpaşa, Derince, İzmir, Bandırma, Mersin, Samsun, İskenderun, 
Tekirdağ, Zonguldak, Yılport, Evyap, DP World and Nemport (T.C. 
Ulaştırma ve Altyapı Bakanlığı, 2020).

With investments and projects such as the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars railway 
line, Marmaray Tube Pass, and the Yavuz Sultan Selim Bridge railway 
crossing being carried out in recent years, Türkiye’s load share on inter-
national rail corridors could increase, and ports are being expanded with 
the development of intermodal transport as well as rail transport on the 
east-west axis, and highway connections could strengthen Türkiye’s posi-
tion in international rail freight.
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Highway Transports

Located at a crossroads where Europe, Asia, and Africa approach each 
other, Türkiye is located on important corridors in terms of east-west axis 
transportation activities and therefore on international road routes. In ad-
dition to the east-west axis road movements, these corridors pass through 
Türkiye with the ports located in the Black Sea, the Mediterranean, and 
the Aegean Sea, as well as the integration of highways and maritime trans-
port (Utikad, 2020).

Table 2. International Road Corridors

Name of Corridor Length 
(km)

Trans-European North-South Motorway (TEM) 6,940
European Agreement for E-Roads Main Traffi c Routes (UN/ECE/AGR) 9,353
Black Sea Economic Cooperation – BSEC (BSEC) 4,472
Economic Cooperation Organization – ECO (ECO) 9,914
Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacifi c (UN/ESCAP) 5,268
Europe, Caucasus and Asia Transport Corridor (TRACECA) 11,582
Eurasian Road Links (EATL) 5,663
Trans Europe (TEN-T) Comprehensive Road Network 16,779
Trans Europe (TEN-T) Core Road Network 9,212

Source: T.C. Ministry of Transport and Infrastructure, Ulaşan ve Erişen Türkiye 
2020, p. 197.

In international land transportation, Türkiye has land borders with 
Bulgaria (Kapikule, Hamzabeyli and Dereköy), Georgia (Sarp, Türkgözü 
and Aktaş), Iraq (Habur and Üzümlü), Iran (Gürbulak, Kapıköy 
and Esendere), Nahçıvan (Dilucu), Syria (border gates of Karkamış, 
Cilvegözü, Yayladağı, Nusaybin, Öncüpınar and Akçakale are located 
there), and Greece (Pazarkule and İpsala). Due to political and security 
reasons, Armenia and some Syrian road border crossings are not actually 
used (Utikad, 2020).

Air Freight

Air freight is generally used for the transportation of products with 
high unit prices. Air transport is also preferred for cargoes with high time 
sensitivity, especially technological products. Air transport has a signifi -
cant impact on increasing the pace of global trade, as it enables long dis-
tances to be covered in a short time. Due to its geographical location, 
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Türkiye is only 4 hours’ fl ying time from countries where a combined 1.59 
billion people live, with a GDP of 39.3 trillion US dollars and a trading 
volume of 7.6 trillion US dollars. Although air transport has a relatively 
small share in Türkiye’s foreign trade in terms of weight compared to the 
other three modes of transport, it ranks third after sea and road transport 
due to the value of the cargoes transported (DHMİ, 2019).

Turkish Airlines is the airline that fl ies to the most countries and des-
tinations in the world; 116 cities in 43 countries in Europe; 60 cities in 
39 countries in Africa; 35 and cities in 13 countries in the Middle East. It 
also fl ies to 19 cities in 9 countries in the USA, 39 cities in 22 countries in 
the Far East, and 50 cities domestically (Utikad, 2020).

Maritime Transportation

Maritime transport, which plays a leading and important role in the 
globalisation of trade, is generally preferred for the transportation of 
cargoes with large volumes, low unit price, and time sensitivity. Along 
with containerisation, maritime transport also contributes to the devel-
opment of combined transport. Although Türkiye, which is a penin-
sula in terms of geography, is located at the crossroads of Europe, Asia, 
and Africa, there are areas of development, especially in terms of transit 
transportation activities, in front of maritime transportation, which has 
an important share in Türkiye’s foreign trade. The fact that 84% of the 
cargoes transported all over the world were transported by sea in 2019 
and that the volume of sea transport has increased by 20 times in the last 
half-century demonstrates the importance of global maritime transport 
(Utikad, 2020).

When compared with other types of transportation, this mode of trans-
portation has the advantage of being 14 times less expensive compared 
to air transportation, 3.5 times less compared to rail transportation, and 
7 times less than the rate of road transportation (Tübitak, 2021). In Türkiye, 
maritime freight transportation ranks fi rst among other transportation 
types.

Logistics Bases in Türkiye

Transportation and communication investments directly or indirectly 
affect every aspect of life. The level of development and the development 
of countries is directly proportional to the robustness and sustainability 
of their transportation and communication infrastructures. With the per-
formance put forward in recent years, human, load, and data mobility has 
increased signifi cantly. This increasing mobility has led to an increase 
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in logistic needs. As the logistic needs increase, it creates the need for 
more digitalisation. For this reason, it is imperative to implement more 
environmentally friendly, technological, and innovative projects. The 
motto determined for Türkiye’s 2035 and 2053 vision is “Maximum digi-
talization in every fi eld, healthy and comfortable mobility, logistics base 
Türkiye” (Tübitak, 2021).

In many sectors, from production to consumption, energy is the 
most important input. If we include the Russian Federation, 70% of the 
world’s energy resources are located around Türkiye. Türkiye’s prox-
imity to energy sources is a great advantage for the logistics industry. 
Indeed, it is clear that Türkiye plays an important role in transporting 
energy supplies to other countries and will take on an even bigger role 
in the future.

The disruption of the supply chain has allowed global corporations 
to turn to Türkiye. Factors such as its strategic location, investment cli-
mate, manufacturing infrastructure, and skilled workforce offer attractive 
opportunities to companies. Supply chain disruptions that recently sent 
infl ation in Europe to its highest level in 13 years and led to production 
disruptions in the U.S. and China, prompted global companies to look to 
Türkiye. Türkiye, which has attracted signifi cant interest from European 
investors due to recent global increases in shipping prices, stands out for 
its geographic location, transportation network, demographic structure, 
and the amenities it offers investors. The exponential increase in long-
distance transportation costs along with the epidemic turns Türkiye, 
which offers location and cost advantages for many foreign international 
companies, into an attractive investment and production centre (Sabah, 
2021).

With globalisation, the products transported are increasing in vol-
ume. Existing transportation and logistics services, on the other hand, 
are in intense need of non-renewable energy. Therefore, the development 
of logistics systems becomes important. The development of intermodal 
transportation is a necessity in terms of the effi ciency of logistics sys-
tems. The basis of the European Union’s common transportation policy 
is the intermodal transportation system. This model is based on using 
various modes of transportation together. Logistics bases are needed in 
intermodal transportation. In this model, logistics bases are almost a ne-
cessity. Products are collected at these logistics bases and transferred to 
transportation types such as road, rail, sea, and air. Logistics bases have 
a very important function in the world in terms of transportation. In re-
cent years, the importance of logistics bases in Türkiye has been realised 
and intensive efforts have been made in this regard.
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TCDD (Turkish Republic State Railways) has undertaken the plan-
ning and implementation mission of the logistics base project in Türkiye. 
TCDD initiated the project of establishing logistics centres in order to 
develop transportation routes in combined transportation and to establish 
an effective connection between transportation modes, in order to carry 
out activities such as storage, maintenance/repair, loading/unloading, and 
handling in a more economical way. In order to increase Türkiye’s com-
petitiveness and to make Türkiye the logistics base of its region, the con-
struction of logistics centres in 25 different locations has been planned. 
When all of the logistics centres that will turn Türkiye into the logistics 
base of the region are put into service, the Turkish logistics industry will 
gain an additional transportation facility of 75.2 million tons, with an ap-
proximately 19.9 million m2 open area, stock area, container stock, and 
handling area.

The locations where the logistics centres that are established, are be-
ing established and are in the planning stage in Türkiye are shown on the 
map below. According to this, it is envisaged that a total of 23 logistics 
base centres will be put into service, 12 of which are currently in opera-
tion, 3 of which are under construction, 3 of whose projects have been 
completed, and 5 of which are in the survey and planning phase (TCDD, 
2022). 

Figure 3. Logistics Centres Envisioned to be Built in Türkiye
Source: TCDD, https://www.tcdd.gov.tr/kurumsal/lojistik-merkezler.
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The Logistics Capabilities of Countries 
by Level of Development

Logistics is a discipline that involves mental and behavioural change 
perfectly adaptable and applicable to all activities of daily living. The con-
cept of logistics provides rules that allow management to follow, assess, 
prioritise, and control all the elements of supply and distribution that 
affect customer satisfaction, costs, and benefi ts (Song, Cheung, 2013).

Countries are evaluated in three categories in terms of logistics activi-
ties and standards. These are: developed countries, emerging countries, 
and third-world countries. Each of these countries has its own unique 
practices. It is possible to measure different levels of logistics achieve-
ment, despite differences in national accounting standards and practices. 
The Global Logistics Research Team at Michigan State University de-
veloped a model for fi rm-level logistical excellence and a set of standards 
by which to benchmark any fi rm’s logistics performance. They measured 
strategies, organisational development, logistics performance, the use of 
information technology, and strategic alliances (Cateora et al., 1987).

However, it is much more diffi cult to measure a nation’s logistics per-
formance. Any fi rm’s logistical performance will necessarily be limited 
by the political, social, and economic aspects of its national environment 
(Wood et al., 2002).

Countries have different standards of infrastructure and roads depend-
ing on their level of development. While developed countries have high 
standards of road and infrastructure, other countries have relatively lower 
road and infrastructure standards. This situation affects the logistics per-
formance of both enterprises and the countries.

Business managers in developed countries want to benefi t from the 
best logistics and transportation professionals, systems, and infrastruc-
ture in the world. In this context, they prefer advanced internet-based 
technologies, high capacity and standard road systems, broadband fi bre-
optic communication capabilities, uninterrupted multimodal transporta-
tion, modern port facilities, high-density air traffi c control, and qualifi ed 
staff. It may be possible to fi nd such things in developed countries, but it 
is not possible to fi nd many of these in underdeveloped countries.

A more informed perspective examines the differences among coun-
tries and evaluates each based on strengths and weaknesses, and the ap-
propriateness of the logistical system to the business and cultural envi-
ronment. Understanding different expectations for logistics performance 
may turn initial perceptions of inferiority into an appreciation for other 
ways of accomplishing logistics objectives (Wood et al., 2002).
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A lack of transport infrastructures and regulatory barriers cause higher 
transport costs, negatively affecting economic development. This also 
brings with it delays that make supply chain management unreliable. 
A poor level of transport service can adversely affect the competitiveness 
and economic activity of regions and thus have a negative impact on 
regional added value, economic opportunities, and employment. Tools and 
measures are being developed to evaluate and compare the performance 
of national transport systems. The World Bank publishes the Logistics 
Performance Index, which ranks countries according to their logistics 
performance in certain periods (Notteboom et al., 2005). 

The parameters used in the Logistics Performance Index are; timely 
delivery with customs, infrastructure, international shipments, the qual-
ity of services, tracking, and tracing.

Evaluation and Conclusions

Globalisation brings with it intense competition. In this intense com-
petition, cost and time appear as important parameters for success. In 
other words, it is important that the products are produced at low cost 
and delivered to their target audiences in a short time. In order to achieve 
this, a conscientiously-planned logistics infrastructure is needed. The 
importance of this issue is now better understood thanks to COVID-19. 
In order to provide logistics services at the desired level and to provide 
an advantage, the geography, infrastructure, and technology investments 
made in that geography are important, as are other parameters.

MIT professor of economics Paul Krugman also emphasises the de-
cisive role of geography, especially the distances between countries, on 
the effi ciency and wealth of countries. From a geographical point of view, 
Türkiye is in a very important position connecting three continents. 
Türkiye, located in the westernmost part of the east and the easternmost 
of the west, is simultaneously a European, Asian, Balkan, Caucasian, 
Middle Eastern, Mediterranean and Black Sea country. In this respect, 
Türkiye is able to play the role of a natural bridge. Throughout history, 
Anatolia has been both a strategic bridge and a centre of production and 
consumption.

Today, it will be able to fulfi l this function with the modern Silk Road 
project. During the Seljuks and Ottomans, while inns and caravanserais 
were built on the historical Silk Road route, other services such as a postal 
system and security were also established. Due to this feature of the 
Anatolian geography, all the states established in this geography became 
powerful.
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Considering its position on the world map, Türkiye is a natural logis-
tics base for transportation activities in the region. Commercial activities 
between Asia and Europe or between the east and west are mostly carried 
out through Türkiye. Türkiye can reach a population of 1.6 billion and 
half of the global market within a 4-hour fl ight.

From a strategic point of view; Türkiye is a world state that ranks 
16th among 185 countries in terms of population, 32nd in terms of land 
size, and among the top 20 in terms of economic power. The Middle East 
and Caspian Basin, which has the world’s most important oil reserves, 
the Mediterranean Basin, which is at the junction of important maritime 
transport routes, the Black Sea Basin and the Turkish Straits, which have 
always maintained their importance in history, play the role of a natural 
bridge for the natural resources of Türkiye, Caspian and Central Asia to 
reach the west. 70% of the world’s natural energy resources are clustered 
around Türkiye. The Baku-Ceyhan project, which envisages the trans-
port of Caspian oil to the west and has received great support from the 
international community, offers the most stable and safe environment in 
terms of oil transportation routes and carries the least risk in terms of 
environmental protection.

On the other hand, the “One Belt One Road Project”, which we can 
call the Modern Silk Road, strengthens Türkiye’s position in this context. 
Within the scope of this project, the ‘Middle Corridor’, which includes 
Türkiye, will have special importance. If the Middle Corridor is fully acti-
vated, the transportation transfer time between Türkiye and China will be 
reduced from 30 days to 10 days. In order to take advantage of this natural 
location, there is a need to develop transportation and communication 
infrastructure. Being aware of this need, Türkiye has made signifi cant in-
vestments in all modes in the fi elds of transportation and communication 
infrastructure in the last 10 years.

Türkiye, which wants to take advantage of the OBOR project along 
with its geographical location on the one hand, and wants to become a big 
logistics base on the other, has made many investments in this context. 
Some of these are; the Ankara-Istanbul high-speed train line, which was 
started in 2005 and completed in 2014, the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars Railway 
(BTK), the Northern Marmara Highway and the Third Bosphorus Bridge, 
the Marmaray and Gebze-Halkalı Suburban Line, the Yavuz Sultan Selim 
Bridge, the Istanbul-İzmir Highway, the Eurasia Tunnel, Istanbul Air-
port, Osmangazi Bridge, and the 1915 Çanakkale Bridge, along with high-
way, tunnel and other infrastructure investments made throughout the 
country with the aim of developing transportation lines in the East-West 
and South-North directions.
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In the last 10 years, Türkiye has focused on establishing logistics bases 
that started decades ago in countries such as the USA, Europe, and Japan, and 
has commissioned TCDD (Turkish Republic State Railways) so as to realise 
this mission. TCDD is an effective intermediary between the development 
of transportation routes and transportation modes in combined transporta-
tion and has initiated the project of establishing logistics centres in order to 
establish a connection, storage, maintenance/repair, loading/unloading, han-
dling, etc. In this context, efforts to establish logistics centres in 25 different 
locations have been initiated in order to make Türkiye’s region a logistics 
base. As can be seen from the map above, there are 23 logistics centres in 
Türkiye, of which 12 are in operation, 3 are under construction, 3 projects 
have just been completed and 5 are in the study and planning phase.

Considering the geography where Türkiye is located and the ancient 
history of this geography, the OBOR, which has come to the fore in recent 
years, and the ‘Middle Corridor’ in which Türkiye is included in this 
project, together with the infrastructure investments realised so far and 
the logistics centre construction works, is an important logistics base in 
Türkiye’s region. It is clear that it has potential.
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Introduction

“Where are all kinds of necessary things sold?” This was the ques-
tion addressed to Xenophon (ca. 430–354 BCE) by Socrates, a question to 
which he readily replied (Laertius, 1925). However, he was at loss to an-
swer the next question about where goods or people acquired their quali-
ties. “Then follow me and learn”, Socrates said, and henceforth Xenophon 
became a follower and friend of the philosopher. The answer, hidden in 
plain sight behind this dialogue, is “business activities”, a concern that 
does not pertain only to a part of society but has affected all human ex-
pression, relations, and activities for centuries.

The process towards a more interconnected world, or, in other words, 
the process of developing the world’s economy according to capitalist 
models, was defi ned by I. Wallerstein in world system theory as globalisa-
tion. The profi ts gained by business activities raised the importance of 
trade diffusion and trade agreements between interested parties, indi-
viduals, institutions, and countries (Wallerstein, 1974). The concept of 
business, hitherto undefi ned, appeared in its fi rst form about 5000 years 
ago in the urban civilisation of Mesopotamia, in between the better-ad-
ministrated Middle Eastern empires. One cannot also overlook the fact 
that ancient Greek philosophers contributed to shaping the perception of 
modernity in many aspects of life, from the context of current problems to 
deep thoughts about economics, and infl uenced the shaping of the busi-
ness concept into an avant-garde economic model.

Key points for any business activity is the existence of an item to sell, 
or to exchange, between interested parties for mutual benefi t. When all of 
these factors come together, business becomes important for a country’s 
economy and welfare. Business itself developed from the humble indi-
vidual’s activity to the state’s concern, affecting each other and resulting 
in the benefi t, or disadvantage, of both parties. Consequently, the state’s 
economic policy transformed the nature of business. It is no longer the 
simple exchange of goods and services or the selling of wares as it used 
to be, but is now something which has a signifi cant effect on decision 
makers regarding the economic situation of a country and can even af-
fect, or create, political confl ict. It aims to fi nd new markets, to multiply 
trade networks, and to enlarge not only geographical territory, but also 
to extend economical territories by increasing the capacity of economic 
power.

What is said in Ecclesiastes 1:9 is, “What is done at the current 
time, nay, or even contemporaneously, shall be done over again”, which 
can provide a good explanation about connections between historical 
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fact and a vision of the future (The Holy Bible: Ecclesiastes. 1:9). The 
Peloponnesian War of 431–404 BCE, between the Delian League and the 
Peloponnesian League offers a good example of how economic policies 
can be used as a tool even in warfare, for instance, for the partial or com-
plete prohibition of commerce and trade, via the laying of embargoes, 
using discriminatory tariffs, conducting boycott campaigns, and ordering 
capital to be frozen. All of the above were used during the Peloponnesian 
war to prevent hostiles from passing through territories and to cut off 
each other’s supply routes.

More recently, the use of such tools in economic warfare can be observed 
in the sanctions against Russia by Western allies including European Union 
Member States and the USA, because of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. 
The power of economic diplomacy, including acts in its name such as the 
use of embargoes, was one of the main reasons why Soviet Communism 
collapsed in the 1990s.

The application of new ideas regarding to the process of developing 
the concept of economic diplomacy is related to the current economic 
system. Kaiser (1980) illustrated that the western approaches of civic and 
economic advancement have been a greater matter and a foremost compo-
nent in international relations in the history of Europe and, consequently, 
in the history of Eastern Europe. Imbert (2017) indicates that the forma-
tion of the European Recovery Program (ERP), also called the Marshall 
Plan, after the end of World War II, as well as the creation of the Euro-
pean Steel and Coal Community (ESCC), were certainly about economic 
interests.

The above shows that the economy became one of the principal, con-
stituent parts of political ascendancy in foreign affairs, therefore the pow-
er of economic diplomacy should not be underestimated. Kunz (1997) 
argued that victory was indispensable for Americans during the Cold 
War, and that economic diplomacy was yet more important than military 
policy and domestic economic adjudicatures. It is apparent in this state-
ment that economic diplomacy is the most important factor for achieving 
one’s required goals. The Bretton Woods international monetary system, 
with the contribution of the enlargement of reciprocal trade and mutual 
interdependence, all within the framework of globalisation and foreign 
economic relations, are still powerful tools to impose one’s will on other 
parties. These factors have constantly become more essential in interna-
tional affairs from the post WWII era to this day.

Imbert Florence (2017) remarked that the economy, as a dominating 
factor of political infl uence in foreign affairs emerged in parallel with 
the concept of economic diplomacy following the end of the WWII. The 



146

Studia Europejskie – Studies in European Affairs, 3/2022

two World Wars were the deadliest military confl icts in world history, re-
sulting in devastation, destruction, and the largest proportionate human 
losses. The imperative need to take prompt action to address the situation 
was understood by all and this subsequently led to successful diplomacy. 
Hence the United Nations was established in 1945 with the main goal of 
world peace and a more liveable world for everyone on Earth. To reach 
these basic goals, the UN and related institutions have made and continue 
to make great efforts to this very day. These peaceful, diplomatic efforts 
were further reinforced by the reciprocal relationship between economy 
and international politics. Countries with signifi cant economic power 
have a geo-political infl uence and inevitably achieve a leading, infl uential 
role in global politics and economics. The economic incentives in inter-
national politics have an increasing signifi cance on political diplomacy 
and foreign infl uence, as illustrated by the example of the economic sanc-
tions placed on Cuba, Iran, and Russia (Florence, 2017).

Dependence and Interdependence in Economics

Economic globalisation dominates almost every single country’s na-
tional economy (Shangquan, 2000). Even countries which stand geograph-
ically far from each other can easily establish relations for various reasons 
(those of the economic, political, cultural, artistic, etc.), but ‘economic 
relations’ can be considered as the most common form. In the economic 
history of the world there are several instances of global economic crises 
wherein the economic problem of one country spreads like a contagion to 
many other countries. The fi nancial crisis of 2008, which was one of the 
worst after the great depression in the USA, made apparent the domino 
effect in economics and the fact that any crisis in one country can affect 
other countries to a greater or lesser extent. The global fi nancial crisis 
that emerged in the 21st century was followed by the European debt crisis, 
which began with a defi cit in Greece in late 2009, and which affected the 
whole world in a very short time. The Covid-19 epidemic that emerged in 
2019 and, later, the Russian invasion of Ukraine are more recent examples 
of global effects in economies. Furthermore, since Russia and Ukraine are 
the key agricultural suppliers in the world, the ongoing war between these 
two countries could create a food shortage that could have worldwide re-
percussions, and cause an aggravation of the global food crisis.

In addition to such global crises, bilateral crises between the world’s 
major economies can easily affect world economies. Crises involving 
the USA, China, Russia, and the European Union could turn the world 
economy upside down and cause greater or lesser turmoil to almost every 



147

M.A. Özçobanlar, Türkiye’s Economic Diplomacy: Enhancing the Impact...

country in the world, according to their economic size and power. Even 
some events that seem to be merely internal problems of a given country 
can affect the whole world via the domino effect, primarily those coun-
tries which maintain close relationships.

Domestic economic, political, military, or social problems that arise due 
to national or international reasons can adversely affect any individual’s 
life in a given country, especially as regards economic balance. In cases 
where such situations cannot be resolved by a country’s administration 
via domestic means, the problem can be attempted to be solved through 
international relations. Since other countries can be easily affected by 
a problem in a given country, the seeking of solutions even for national 
problems in the international arena can sometimes be inevitable. Today’s 
digital age allows information to fl ow rapidly all around the world, so even 
countries that are not geographically close to each other can be informed 
about national problems instantly, and may take decisive actions to re-
solve the problem without even notifying the country experiencing said 
issues. Moreover, countries that have a strong, diplomatic structure and 
try to progress by establishing close relations with many other countries 
can be more affected by problems arising in those countries to which they 
are linked. Türkiye can be considered as one such example of this. An 
effi cient implementation and a constant augmentation in diplomatic ac-
tivities have been established since the times of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, 
the founder of modern Türkiye. He considered it of great importance and 
made it the precedent doctrine in the country’s diplomatic ties and since 
then it remains an important foundation of Türkiye’s economic and po-
litical power. The following statement made by him right after the war 
of independence, when he founded the Turkish Republic, demonstrates 
the above-mentioned; “It is necessary to be strong in terms of politics, 
administration, and economy in a way that will discourage all hopes of 
those who will have plans to invade our country” (Atatürk Ansiklopedisi, 
2013).

It is indicated in the UNCTAD (United Nations Conference on Trade 
and Development) Technology and Innovation Report 2018 that solu-
tions to major global challenges could be found in new technology, along 
with advancements in science and technology in developed and even in 
the world’s least developed countries. The fact that the global structure of 
production and trade is getting stronger day by day increases our aware-
ness of diplomacy and shapes it into norms. Successes of diplomatic ac-
tivities, especially economic diplomacy, make it easier to overcome prob-
lems in the global economic structure. Although it is a materialistic ap-
proach, the fundamental goal of societies acting in their own self-interest 
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is to achieve better living conditions and to increase life quality, and one 
must have a strong economy so as to achieve these goals. Therefore, suc-
cessful economic diplomacy may also help to enhance collaboration be-
tween nations, to develop their economies, and to pave the way to growth 
(Hao, 2014). In this context, countries that carry out effective economic 
diplomacy and have a good position in the world’s economic and political 
structure will be able to solve these problems easily, no matter how big 
these problems are and what those countries have to face.

However, it should be noted that diplomacy cannot be established on 
the unilateral basis of just ‘gaining’. One also has to reciprocate or even to 
compromise in order to achieve a country’s political and economic objec-
tives. The bilateral relations between two nations have to be grounded on 
conventional morality wherein one must give in order to receive. In other 
words, diplomacy operates on the basis of the principles of ‘reciprocity’ 
or ‘compromise’. This is also the main principle for achieving success in 
national and international economic and political policies. For instance, 
Türkiye’s political decision to form an allegiance with the Western Bloc 
after World War II (MFA, 2022) and to have an active role in the Korean 
war that lasted between 1950 and 1953, resulted in Türkiye becoming 
a member of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, also referred to as 
“NATO”, on February 18th, 1952 (Stephen, Brannen, 2009), thanks to 
strong U.S. backing. Shortly thereafter, this membership allowed Türkiye 
to take an important position in world politics, especially in the military 
fi eld, in addition to the fact that the country gained signifi cant diplomatic 
power.

Theoretical Principles of Diplomacy 
and Economic Diplomacy

Diplomacy emerged and developed when societies started to have so-
cial intercourse. Scholars highlighted the fact that the concept of diplo-
macy encompasses the social, political, cultural, and economic relations 
realised through an interconnected group of political actors in formal and 
informal domestic and systemic environments. Traditional diplomatic 
tools such as intelligence gathering, which infl uences the decision-mak-
ing processes of politicians and representatives of economic diplomacy, 
are used to achieve desirable agreements through discussions and to fur-
ther the economy and the foreign economic policies of the state (Lee, 
Hocking, 2010). Economic diplomacy has been used within political enti-
ties i.e., city-states, kingdoms, and empires with the goal of ameliorating 
the living conditions of their citizens (Zirovcic, 2016).
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Diplomacy takes many different forms according the circumstances. 
‘Economic diplomacy’, as an important diplomacy practice, could also be 
and is frequently used as a sanction element for the elimination of injus-
tices and lawlessness. When diplomatic efforts fail to prevent war between 
two or more countries, economic sanctions as tool of diplomacy can be 
and are used to target an opponent country’s trade, companies, fi nancial 
sectors, and even individuals so as to impede that country’s access to the 
global economy.

During the last 30 years, small and large-scale confl icts have occurred; 
the major confl icts being the Persian Gulf War that took place in 1990 after 
Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, and the shorter Gulf War II when the USA and 
Great Britain invaded Iraq. Besides these, there has been no activity that can 
be described as a war, apart from some terrorist activities on a global and 
regional basis. But now, the Russian invasion in Ukraine must be faced. On 
February 24th, when Russian President Vladamir Putin declared a “special 
military operation” against the neighbouring Ukraine, this action was 
considered by the European Union, the Western Alliance, and most other 
countries as war, and led them to impose economic sanctions not only on 
Russia but also on Russian individuals. Guidelines issued by the European 
Commission have banned the transit of some goods from Russia through EU 
territory (EC, 2022). Consequently, a decision taken by Lithuania, according 
to these guidelines, was to ban, for a short time, the transit of coal, metals, 
construction material, and advanced-technology goods and products from 
Russia to the exclave of Kaliningrad, a former Soviet Union port city in the 
Baltic Sea located between EU and NATO members Poland and Lithuania.

As Gilpin (1987) mentions, the true nature of economic diplomacy is to 
break off, to apply or to control trade and political intercourse, and it is used 
as such by the EU and Member States in the current, ongoing war between 
Russia and Ukraine. Within the framework of their economic statecraft, the 
EU and its allies use their economic resources diplomatically in the form 
of a bounty, or impose sanctions, according to political views, in order to 
achieve their foreign-policy objectives (Berridge, James, 2003).

However, economic diplomacy is frequently used not only in order to 
eliminate injustices and lawlessness, but also to strengthen relations be-
tween countries. Okano-Heijmans (2011) delineates economic diplomacy 
as the use of political means in international negotiations with the aim of 
earning high returns, along with the aspiration of enhancing national eco-
nomic prosperity and increasing the political stability of a given nation.

Jon Dingell defi nes war as a result of a failure of diplomacy (Willmott, 
2017). Looking at the wars in history, it is apparent that the winners of 
those wars remained only in the texts of the ceasefi re agreements. When 
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the results of the wars are examined, it can be seen that there are no win-
ners of any war. All the warring parties, who won or lost in the history 
books, have paid a huge price.

These experiences bring diplomacy to the fore as a solution to the in-
ternational confl icts that arise today. According to Van Bergeijk (2009), 
the second of the three elements that comprise economic diplomacy is 
that it could either “increase the cost of a confl ict, or to increase the mu-
tual advantages of cooperation and politically stable relations through the 
use of economic assets and formal relations”.

 Mr. Muş, the minister of trade in Türkiye, indicated in June 2022 
that the government continues to follow commercial diplomacy where 
bilateral trade and economic relations are comprehensively appraised in 
Türkiye’s foreign trade policy (Hurriyet, 2022). This statement is in ac-
cordance with Van Bergeijk’s (2009) defi nition of economic diplomacy as 
the trade activities and decisions on international business relations made 
by formal actors with authorities and none-state actors using trade instru-
ments such as export, import, investment, lending, aid, and migration. 
This kind of approach in economic diplomacy promotes international 
trade and infl uences it positively in order to make markets better func-
tioning and to reduce the costs and risks of international transactions.

Bayne and Woolcock (2007) indicate that cross border economic issues 
are interrelated to economic diplomacy and state governors and the way 
they conduct relations in international trade. Rana also mentions that 
economic diplomacy is something that nations have to face in the interna-
tional arena at varying degrees i.e., on reciprocal relations with neighbour-
ing countries, and in multi-lateral degrees in order to achieve a country’s 
specifi ed aims, to increase economic growth, or to gain more investments 
and improve trade relations (Kishan, 2007). Economic diplomacy is the 
use of economic instruments (direct investments, fi nancial activities, aid 
and grants, and foreign trade practices) in the regulation of international 
relations. Considering the world order of the day, the principles that suc-
cessful economic diplomacy should have (Yueh, 2020) are:
• the balancing of trade openness with strategic foreign policy objectives,
•  the promotion of a rules-based system and the recognition of foreign 

economics,
•  it should have a principled and transparent framework focused on 

trade openness that is consistent with foreign trade, security, and other 
relevant policy objectives,

• it should not direct its foreign economic policy solely in line with do-
mestic concerns but strive for balance between foreign economic poli-
cies and domestic concerns,
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• it should not ignore the importance of countries’ values as well as in-
vestment and commercial processes,

• and by focusing on a global solution, high participation in diplomatic 
processes with strong partners should be ensured.

Economic Diplomacy in Practice

In the process of economic diplomacy, when coercive measures (sanc-
tions) are imposed on another country, the sanctioned country can re-
spond with similar measures with a counter-implementation. If the coun-
try which puts leverage on another country is an economically strong 
country, the sanctioned country will not be able to respond and beat 
the applied sanctions. Therefore, in this case, the strongest country will 
achieve its goals. The country that is subject to sanctions may have to ac-
cept an agreement. The tools used by economic diplomacy are generally; 
• ‘Incentives’ (grants, low-interest loans, and trade agreements that pro-

mote mutual trade, direct and/or fi nancial investments) in which co-
operation and providing help are practiced by making mutual conces-
sions with a country where relations are normal and it is desired that 
economic relations will develop, and

•  on the side of the country or group of countries, so-called ‘coercive’ 
economic tools (the suspension of trade agreements, increasing tariffs 
on imports, quota applications, tariff-like barriers, increasing and slow-
ing down bureaucratic procedures in the foreign trade process, grants 
and boycotts and embargoes applied in the form of cutting economic 
aid, stopping investments and visa applications (Zirovcic, 2016).
A good example of this process is the so called USA–China Trade War 

(BBC, 2020). In 2018, US President Donald Trump made a request to 
increase tariffs on Chinese products on the grounds of anticompetitive 
trade and intellectual property rights violations. China responded to that 
by increasing tariffs on US products with a similar application. Not only 
these two countries, but all the countries of the world have been adversely 
affected by this process. Beside the trade defensive instruments used in 
sanctions, embargoes may also be applied by the countries aimed at the 
defence industries of sanctioned countries. 

At the end of 2020, the United States of America imposed sanctions on 
the Republic of Türkiye’s presidency of defence industries (SSB) under the 
restrictions of the Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions 
Act, also known as CAATSA (U.S. Department of State, 2020). According 
to this federal law, sanctions were also imposed also on Iran, North Korea, 
and Russia. Though those sanctions focus mainly on the fi nancial sectors 
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of a given country and causes detrimental effects on specifi c categories 
and individuals. In Türkiye’s case, it was the bill which was passed by 
the U.S. Senate and signed by then President Donald Trump, which only 
targeted the defence industries (Under, 2021). 

These CAATSA sanctions fall into four categories; a prohibition on 
granting specifi c US export licenses and authorisations from the Directorate 
of Defence Trade Controls (DDTC), from The Bureau of Industry and 
Security (BIS), which deals with issues involving national security and high 
technology, and from The United States Department of Energy (DOE). In 
addition to these three categories, there is a fourth one of the sanctions on 
loans by any fi nancial institution of the United States of America, of more 
than US $10 million, through the US import-export Bank to Türkiye. By 
this article, the USA coerces international fi nancial institutions to stop 
the progression of loan aid for Türkiye. Moreover, several high-ranking 
Turkish individuals are forbidden to engage in any transactions. 

Parallel to the above, similar sanctions were imposed on Türkiye by EU 
members and NATO. The United Kingdom put restrictions on defence 
exports to Türkiye, although in the fi rst quarter of 2022, these restric-
tions were lifted. Canada imposed an embargo for high-tech arms exports 
to Türkiye, but there is a reasonable prospect for a lifting of this ban af-
ter the United Kingdom’s decision (MEMO, 2022). France and Germany 
also halted arms exports to Türkiye alongside Czechia, Italy, Finland, and 
Sweden. These countries claim that their actions are based on reasonable 
foundations, however a former Secretary of State of the USA said that the 
USA’s foreign policy should be carried out more in terms of engagement 
in trade with other countries and that the US should take the lead in eco-
nomic growth around the world (Newsome, Jarmon, 2015). 

The importance of economic diplomacy is understood by all depart-
ments of every nation’s governmental authorities. Economical diploma-
cy has been at the heart of the State Department’s missions as has been 
stated by former U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo (U.S. Department 
of State, 2018). The European Commission also declared in 2017 that the 
importance of EU economic diplomacy is recognised, and that it should 
be more integrated. The EU and its Member States should also take initi-
atives in European economic diplomacy pro-actively and should advance 
the coherence of external policies and tools for the citizens of the Member 
States and European economies (Pangratis, 2019).

Economic diplomacy is generally directed by state institutions and of-
fi cials. In parallel to state policies it is also determined by the top gov-
ernment authorities’ decisions, according to the regime on which it is 
going to be applied. A country’s diplomacy process is carried out through 
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the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and corroborated by other ministers ac-
cording to their specialisation. However, it is not only the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs which is involved in relations with other countries. In 
international negotiations, the relevant minister, or expert state offi cial, 
will be able to carry out diplomatic activity. For instance, in a coopera-
tion process related to agricultural activities, this diplomatic activity 
will be more effective if it is carried out by the competent Ministry of 
Agriculture. Depending on the scope of the diplomatic initiative, in cases 
where many different issues will be discussed, the diplomacy process can 
be carried out by a delegation of other ministries and expert state offi cials 
(Turgutoğlu, 2020).

Nowadays, the biggest issue that countries face, due to the ongoing 
Russia/Ukraine war, is a world grain shortage. To avert a global food 
crisis, Türkiye has undertaken diplomatic initiatives to carry out a UN 
plan for the creation of a safe grain corridor in the Black Sea. Türkiye 
recently hosted a four-way meeting with the UN, Russia, and Ukraine 
in Istanbul. Military delegations participated so as to determine the 
basic headers for the accomplishment of a safe maritime corridor to 
export Ukrainian grain to Africa and the Middle East. From the point of 
diplomacy, an observation mechanism comprising representatives from 
Russia, Ukraine, Türkiye, and the UN supervised the possess (Xinhua, 
2022). The successful outcome of this endeavour has shown, once again, 
how important the diplomatic path is and that it should always remain 
open. It also shows that diplomacy can be carried out even in complex 
cases involving many different agencies of governmental bodies. 

The EU’s Economic Diplomacy

The economy, economic growth, and wealth have been always at the 
centre of an urbanised human’s life. From centuries past to this very day 
it remains a topic of heated discussions between people, and could even 
be a cause for governmental collapse. But the economy also became the 
tool and the means for the unifi cation of different groups, tribes, states, 
and countries. In the 19th century, the Zollverein, or the German customs 
union, was formed. It got almost all German states’ approval as an or-
ganisation, and it shared many similarities with the European Economic 
Community (Wallich, Wilson, 1981). It was generally understood that 
the states which are united have greater advantages and better chances 
of economic growth than they could have even dreamed of achieving on 
their own (Oslington, 2013). The member states of the Zollverein and 
the European Economic Community found common ground and worked 
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collaboratively on many different activities. Belgium, France, Germany, 
Holland, Italy, and Luxembourg established a common market to work to-
wards integration and economic growth through the trading of coal, iron, 
and steel. The Treaty of Rome, as the European Economic Community 
(EEC) Treaty is also known, created a common market which is based on 
the free movement of goods, people, services, and capital (Treaty of Rome, 
1957).

It was not particularly easy to reach the point of creating economic 
unity and intercalating it with politics. The fi rst peaceful unifi cation pro-
posed by Count Coudenhove Kalergito, created a United States of Europe 
in 1923. In addition to this call, in 1929, Aristide Brian put forth a motion 
to create a European Union based on the League of Nations (Borchardt, 
1987). If one wants to ground the European idea on a doctrine in litera-
ture, then the collective representations theory proposed by the theoreti-
cian Durkeim, which implies building a community, can be cited. But 
of course, the origin of the European idea goes back centuries to myths 
originally told by the ancient Greeks, to expedients in order to preserve 
peace in the Medieval Periods, and to the writings of the philosophers 
Voltaire and Montesquieu in the 16th century (Swedberg, 1994). Today, 
relations between the external policies of the European Union and the 
national policies of each Member State of the EU tend to run parallel with 
common negotiating positions, even though sometimes Member States’ 
opinions differ.

Economic diplomacy can be seen as a decision-making and cognitive 
process of achieving agreement through discussions in global economic 
relations. The EU’s economic diplomacy is also composed of decision 
making and/or the process of accomplishing a common objective, or try-
ing to fi nd common ground between EU Member States and further to 
implement consented EU positions in negotiations with other associated 
countries outside the EU (Woolcock, 2012). The internalisation in econo-
mies, bilateral trade, and commerce between the nations, and, addition-
ally, the relatively increasing economics-related issues, made economic 
diplomacy all the more important. Globalisation impelled governmental 
agencies and institutions to make changes in applied policies and deci-
sion-making processes. The complex structure of the global economy led 
countries to add or exclude actors who are involved in their economic 
activities. In the European Union, many Member States and EU offi cials 
have been more closely associated with negotiations in the international 
arena.

Until the beginning of 20th century, all issues related to economic 
diplomacy had been performed by ministers of foreign affairs with the 
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assistance of Ministries of Trade and Finance. Nowadays, however, the 
number of actors who are directly involved in international negotiations 
and the decision-making process are much larger in number. Many other 
departments are more likely to get involved in negotiations, as are sub-
central governmental bodies and non-governmental organisations. From 
the beginning of 1970s, the US’s domination over western economies 
was replaced by club-based-model organisations, in which the European 
Community participates, as do Canada and Japan (Keohane, Nye, 2001). 
Later on, the USA and EC, along with other countries, formed, through 
multilateral negotiations, the transatlantic economic diplomacy in trade, 
development and fi nance, striving to direct the markets. This trend to-
wards being a member of an economic organisation other than the OECD 
has not lost its appeal even today. To belong to an economically strong 
organisation is still considered as an advantage and can play a large role in 
the strengthening of one’s position in international negotiations.

Relative to this case is the establishment of the BRICS organisation, of 
which Russia is co-founder and member state. This organisation includes 
the world’s major emerging economies which wield signifi cant power in 
regional affairs and represents around 42% of the global population, 23% 
of GDP, 27% of the territory, and 18% of trade (DW, 2022). This shows 
that a bipolar capitalist system can form an association wherein all coun-
tries following the capitalist system, although they might differ in po-
litical views, participate and have the economic organisations’ support. 
President of the BRICS International Forum Purnima Anand disclosed 
that Türkiye, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia expressed their willingness to join 
the BRICS organisation, and the BRICS member states are supportive of 
their acceptance. In addition to that, Iran and Argentina have already ap-
plied to join the BRICS. Those memberships will increase the power of 
the organisation globally.

Within this multi-polar economic system, economic diplomacy is not 
only more effective in trade negotiations, but also in international rela-
tions. Therefore, the importance of the economic diplomacy carried out 
by the European Union comes into prominence in international economic 
relations. Positive economic relations with other nations bring stability in 
economies to the Union and development within the EU Member States. 
Pangratis (2019) observes that European Economic Diplomacy (EED) “is 
about the EU’s own interests, but EU integration itself is built on the 
principle that a sustainable own interest is one that is founded on solid 
respect of your partner’s interest as well... Thus, most EED priorities, 
in most countries, can be, and in many cases already have become, joint 
priorities with local authorities too”.
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Turkish Economic Diplomacy

Looking back at Turkish history, it is apparent that diplomacy has 
always kept a solid footing in international relations. Poland was one of the 
fi rst countries with which Türkiye offi cially started diplomatic relations 
in the year 1414. In 1453, the fi rst diplomatic relations were created with 
the Republic of Venice, which had the right to establish an embassy for 
permanent missions shortly after Constantinople was conquered by the 
Ottoman Emperor Mehmed II. Bailo of Constantinople, a diplomat who 
was in charge of the affairs of the Republic of Venice in Constantinople, 
was the fi rst of the diplomats from European states which soon started 
establishing embassies in Türkiye (Topaktaş , 2014). The main reason 
why Turks were in a close relationship with Italian states was the bilateral 
commercial interests between powerful maritime Italian republic states 
and, as a dominant trading partner, the Ottoman Empire (Reena, 2009). 
This shows that Turks have placed importance on international relations 
throughout history, and have tried to solve multilateral problems primarily 
through diplomacy and to develop bilateral relations based on economic 
relations besides political, cultural, geopolitical, and agnatic relations. They 
were highly critical and cautious in diplomatic relations and, for this reason, 
they trained state offi cials who were experts in the fi eld of diplomacy and 
managed international relations through those offi cials (Elci, 2019).

The Republic of Türkiye, created by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, has 
strived, since its foundation, to establish relations with world nations, 
stressing the great importance of diplomacy. Atatürk always prioritised 
diplomacy even during the War of Independence, which lasted from 1919 
to 1922. His diplomatic achievement was to reconcile the countries and to 
endorse the establishment of Republic of Türkiye before it was even of-
fi cially constituted. The victorious War of Independence culminated with 
the Armistice of Mudanya signed on October 11th, 1922. These negotia-
tions between representatives of the Great National Assembly of Türkiye, 
England, France, and Italy, is the most important indicator of Ataturk’s 
extraordinary intelligence in diplomacy, besides his being a military gen-
ius. The Lausanne Peace Agreement, which was signed even before the 
establishment of the Turkish Republic, was another diplomatic achieve-
ment courtesy of Atatürk and the Republic of Türkiye. In 1931, during his 
visit to Anatolia, Atatürk said: “We work for peace at home, and peace in 
the world”. Later on, this became one of the basic principles of Türkiye’s 
domestic and foreign policy.

The internal and external policies which were formed and directed 
by this principle led Türkiye to achieve hugely important successes in 
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diplomacy to this day. In accordance to this policy, Türkiye did not take 
any sides in WWII. Until the fi nal stages of that war, Türkiye remained 
a non-aligned country and took initiatives to ensure peace through diplo-
macy which has been the essence of the Republic of Türkiye in its foreign 
policy since the very moment of its establishment (MFA, 2022). Due to 
the fact that the newly established country of the Republic of Türkiye 
had no economic power and a rather new nation-state structure, there 
was limited yet rather pioneering industrial manufacturing. Therefore, 
the state had to take initiatives to form, organise and develop industrial 
production (Ulusoy, 2017). During the previous era, the fi nancial crisis and, 
additionally, the incorrect economic policies of the Ottoman Empire ad-
ministration resulted in giving several capitulations in trading and some 
other rights within the territories controlled by the empire to Christian na-
tions. This was one of the main reasons why the idea of accepting foreign 
investments was not welcomed by the new Republic, therefore a nation-
alisation of the available resources was preferred (Kalaycı, 2008). These 
capitulations were abolished by the Treaty of Lausanne, and it was also 
agreed that the country would practice its own commercial policies start-
ing from 1929 and, consequently, the international economic framework 
for the new state was successfully constituted. The government approved 
some other policies for the protection and encouragement of the domestic 
producers by imposing tariffs, quotas and etc. on imports, thus giving 
SMEs and local producers a great opportunity to enter to the internal 
markets by having more advantages due to import repression in the 1930s 
(Pamuk, 2007).

From the very beginning of its establishment, the Republic of Türkiye 
sought and gradually increased economic relations with the Soviet Union 
(Ö zder, 2017). The Great Depression of 1929 forced countries to look for 
new economic solutions. The Soviet Union successfully implemented 
a fi ve-year plan in its economy, a fact that infl uenced Türkiye to accept 
etatism and to develop Soviet-Turkish economic relations (Vandov, 2014). 
In Türkiye, etatism, an economic policy widely accepted at that time, 
was implemented in industrialisation policies. Türkiye asked the Soviet 
Union to send experts in order to prepare a report for a fi ve-year Industrial 
Plan similar to the one which had been implemented in the Soviet Union. 
In response to that, many distinguished professors and technical experts 
visited Türkiye, such as economy professor Orloff, and Vladislav Vago 
who was the director of the Mathematics and Physics Institute in the 
USSR.

The efforts of Türkiye to fi nd its way in economic policies were not 
limited only to the USSR; they also asked for a report from the USA. 
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Walker Hines, a railroad executive, attempted to draw up a report, but, 
due to his sudden death, this report was ultimately fi nalised by other US 
experts at the beginning of 1934, when the fi rst fi ve-year plan was actually 
imposed by the economic and technical support of the USSR in Türkiye. 
Therefore, the US report ended up not having any effect on the fi ve-year 
industrial plan (Soylu, Yaktı, 2012). However, in 1932, Türkiye joined the 
League of Nations at the same time as Iraq, thus also participating with 
western allies (William, 2021).

In 1930s, economic policies were mostly connected with the foreign 
policies of those times. On 1st September, 1939, Germany attacked Poland 
without declaring war, and, after two days, England and France declared 
war against Germany, and so began World War II (Ö zcelik, 2010). Türkiye 
tried to remain neutral in this war, although they had signed a tripartite 
treaty with Britain and France in October 1939 because Türkiye expected 
to receive fi nancial aid and military equipment (Koç ak, 1986). The bal-
ancing of the diplomacy of Turkish foreign policy is apparent in the terms 
of this treaty. Under the tripartite treaty terms, Türkiye was obliged to 
participate in the war by joining England and France, but, under article 
II, Türkiye was allowed not to participate in a war should that participa-
tion cause confl ict between the USSR and Türkiye. However, in February 
1945, in order to be able to participate in the conference of San Francisco 
(which resulted in the creation of the UN), Türkiye fi nally declared war 
against Germany and Japan. This move was mostly a symbolic gesture 
because, physically, Türkiye did not participate to the war at all (Gol, 
1992). In the current Russian War against Ukraine, Türkiye is trying to 
maintain a balance in its relations with Russia and with its Western Allies 
(Tapia, 2022). 

Türkiye has constantly updated its policies in accordance to the pre-
vailing economic trends striving to take a place in the new world order 
created after World War II. Joining the United Nations after WWII, glo-
bal organisations, such as the World Bank and the International Monetary 
Fund, and Türkiye’s becoming a member of NATO after the Korean War, 
are important diplomatic achievements of Türkiye towards this goal. The 
country also adopted important changes in its domestic politics. After the 
war, under the infl uence of domestic and foreign circumstances, the coun-
try’s transition to a multi-party system took place, which broadly shaped 
and transformed the Turkish political system. The economic transforma-
tion of Türkiye was actualised together with political transformation.

The country’s state-centric economic approach gradually changed into 
that of a more liberal one, aiming to support more individuals and priva-
tisation in most sectors towards a more free market economy. The foreign 
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policy of Türkiye during the post WWII period was mostly structured by 
the need to adapt to European economies, economical concerns, and to 
achieve westernisation (Atlı, 2013). The Marshall Plan also had a signifi -
cant effect on decisions in Turkish economic policies due to the fact that 
Türkiye had to accept following a more liberal economic policy in order 
to receive fi nancial aid from the USA. Apart from deciding to become 
member of international organisations right after WWII, Türkiye also 
took big steps regarding economic relations with other countries by sign-
ing The General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), which later 
on, in 1995, became the World Trade Organization (WTO) which also 
included China, a fact that led the country to also become more liberal 
in international trade. Joining the Bretton Wood system and the received 
aid in economic development and military grants from USA were some 
of the reasons why Turkish economic and political policies were shaped 
under the Truman Doctrine (Satterthwaite, 1972).

Turkish foreign policy became a Western-oriented policy, wherein the 
Turkish economy is much more integrated with post-war international 
organisations pioneered by the USA. In the mid-point of the 20th cen-
tury, Türkiye faced an economic crisis due to rising infl ation and fi scal 
disequilibrium caused by the expeditious liberalisation attempts in the 
economy which led Türkiye to look for international support to pay its 
debts through the receipt of funds from the IMF. From then on, Türkiye 
became a debtor nation until 2013, meaning that the foreign policy of 
Türkiye would be more under its creditors’ control.

At that time, Türkiye had to face up to not only its economic prob-
lems, but also had to deal with serious internal confl icts and instability, 
since it had the misfortune of experiencing the 1960 coup d’état. Turkish 
armed forces ousted the elected government of the Prime Minister Adnan 
Menderes from the Democrat Party (DP), who won the 1950, 1954, and 
1957 elections and governed the country fi ve times between 1950 until 
1960 (Dagdemir, Kucukkalay, 1999). He was sentenced to death and was 
subsequently hanged. During this period, relations between Türkiye and 
USA were tense, however Türkiye managed to establish closer relations 
with Europe and the USSR.

In addition to that, in 1959, the Turkish government submitted an ap-
plication to be a candidate for associate member in the EEC, and, in 1963, 
the Ankara Agreement was signed with the EEC, with the intention of es-
tablishing a customs union between both parties. Accession negotiations 
for full membership started offi cially in 2005, 46 years after the initial ap-
plication. This initial agreement resulted in the development of economic 
relations between Türkiye and EEC countries. The General Secretariat 
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of European Union (UEGS) was the leading institution discussing and 
supervising the necessary steps that the country should take for reforms 
politically, socially and economically, so that Türkiye’s legislation would 
be in accordance with EU legislation (Ugdul, 2022).

Türkiye’s tendency towards balancing foreign policy also appears in 
the creation of economic ties. From 1960s until 1964, Türkiye and the 
USSR signed fi ve different protocols to improve bilateral trade relations, 
in addition to the trade and navigation agreement they had signed in 1937. 
In 1961, Türkiye also joined the Organization for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD).

This turbulent period in Turkish history played a signifi cant role in 
the internal and external policies of the country. The 1960s was also the 
time when Türkiye started to implement import substitution industriali-
sation (ISI) in its economy (Dağdemir, 2016), acts that could be charac-
terised as neo-étatisme. The import substitution industrialisation plan-
ning strategy was supported by the owners of industrial enterprises and 
bureaucratic groups and led to structural changes and sharp growth in 
economic means along with the development of industry (Unay, 2010).

This economic integration via its membership of international eco-
nomic organisations allowed Türkiye to reconsider its international 
policies and had a signifi cant infl uence on the country’s foreign policies 
which became more linked to global issues. However, although Türkiye 
steered its development in line with import substitution policies in the 
1960s and 1970s, it was largely deprived of the opportunities offered by 
the international economy (Ögütçü, 1998). At the beginning of 1970s, 
the global oil crisis greatly affected the Turkish economy. This global 
fact aside, Türkiye’s military intervention in Cyprus prompted signifi -
cant changes in the country’s foreign economic relations with the USA, 
which began to implement arms embargoes on Türkiye (Coş kun, 2015). 
This was a period when crises were experienced; the cold war between 
the USA and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) escalated, 
and the European Economic Community, to which Türkiye had applied 
for membership, began to become a power that could defend its interests 
in this superpower struggle. These processes affected greatly relations be-
tween countries. During this period, Türkiye’s internal political crises, 
along with the confl ict with Greece after the “Cyprus Peace Operation”, 
caused the economic crisis in Türkiye to escalate and brought internal 
political instability. It is characteristic that, from the beginning of 1970s 
until the 1980s, there were ten different governments, two Memorandums 
and one coup d’état in the country (Yıldırım, 2014; Gunter, 1989). This 
situation made Türkiye unable to respond to the international sanctions 
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and embargoes which were imposed during this period. These incidences 
brought dramatic economic losses to the country until the 1980s, when 
the country adopted a free-market economy approach.

In the 1980s, the most important changes took place regarding 
economic and foreign policies, due to the fact that the country adopted 
neo-liberalist economic policies. The 24th January reform package 
signed by Turgut Ozal established a new economic model, one in which 
the Turkish economy should follow a market supremacy model, there 
should be a minimum of government regulations, there should be more 
liberalisation in trade in order to bring more importance to the private 
sectors, to forward the economy, and to discharge import restrictions 
(Buğ ra, 2003). These initiatives towards new liberalisation moves 
brought signifi cant export rates, which had a direct and positive effect 
on the country’s economic policies. Economic relations with other 
countries also increased during the new liberalisation period including 
with countries from international organisations such as OPEC and the 
EEC (Kurtaran, 2020).

These decisions towards outward-oriented economic policies opened new 
possibilities for the country; to vary its trading partners during this period, 
to integrate with multifarious economies all around the world and to bring in 
new international economic partners. But they also facilitated the emergence 
of new actors within the country itself, such as the Anatolian Tigers,1 which 
will have signifi cant effect on the development of the economy and 
economic policies, but also strengthened the ones which already existed, 
such as the Turkish Industry and Business Association (TUSIAD). The 
more the private sector attained power and fi nancial strength, the more 
they played an important role in external economic relations (Atlı, 2013). 
In addition to this, the chambers of industry, the chambers of commerce, 
the national chambers associations, foundations, and non-governmental 
associations such as The Union of Chambers and Commodity Exchanges 
of Türkiye (TOBB), and the Foreign Economic Relations Board of 
Türkiye (DEİK), had the chance to engage in international activities. The 
diplomacy carried out by these organisations is mostly aimed at improving 
bilateral or multiple relations and to increase economic, political, and 
social cooperation between countries (Özkan, 2019).

Formal economic diplomacy is carried out by the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs as a major actor in Türkiye. The Ministry of Trade (MOT) has 

1  The term of Anatolian Tigers, inspired by the successful Asian Tigers, refers to 
Anatolian entrepreneurs, mainly family businesses. Due to the similarities between 
the pious Anatolian Tigers businessmen’s work ethic and values and the approach of 
Calvinist Burghers, they are also called as “Islamic Calvinists” (Özçobanlar, 2015).
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a certain effect on the economic diplomacy of the country and is the 
main decision maker on foreign trade policies and regulations. The 
responsibility of the MOT is not just deciding on re-regulation and policies, 
but also to carry out bilateral and international economic relations within 
the context of trade and commerce (Presidential Decree on Presidential 
Organizations of 2018, article 1). The Ministry of Treasury and Finance 
(MOTF) is another governmental institution which plays a signifi cant 
role in terms of the economic policies of the country. The ministry 
shapes negotiations regarding foreign capital investments and loans etc., 
and has the right to negotiate with international monetary organisations 
such as the IMF, and with international fi nancial organisations such as the 
World Bank, the Islamic Development Bank, and the Asian Development 
Bank. The Turkish Cooperation and Coordination Agency (TİKA) is 
another governmental organisation which plays a key role in sharing 
the country’s development experience with other countries thereby 
strengthening bilateral relations around culture and creative economy 
under the principles of cooperation and partnership. One of the most 
important projects that TİKA has undertaken is the rebuilding of the 
Turkish house in Lazienki Park in Warsaw, Poland. The project was 
discussed between the two countries’ ministries in 2021 (Ministry of 
Culture and Tourism, 2022). 

The Foreign Economic Relations Board of Türkiye, or DEIK in short, 
was established by Turgut Ozal in 1986. The organisation’s responsibil-
ity is to perform the coordination of the Turkish private sector’s foreign 
economic policies so as to meet Turkish business people’s needs. The ex-
ecutive board of directors of DEIK displays the importance of this or-
ganisation since it includes representatives of leading organisations in the 
Turkish economy: The Union of Chambers and Commodity Exchanges 
of Türkiye (TOBB), TİM (the Turkish Exporters’ Assembly), MÜSİAD 
(the Independent Industrialists’ and Businessmen’s Association), YASED 
(the International Investors Association), and İKV (the Economic Devel-
opment Foundation).

All of the abovementioned organisations have a distinct infl uence on 
the Turkish economy and decision-making processes. Beside these gov-
ernmental institutions which represent and implement Turkish econom-
ic policies abroad, there is also the non-governmental organisation called 
the Turkish Industry and Business Association (TUSIAD), established 
in 1971 and founded by the biggest Turkish private sector representa-
tives. TUSIAD, with its 4500 member companies, and with an 85% share 
of Türkiye’s total foreign trade, plays an important role in international 
business within Turkish economic diplomacy (TUSIAD, 2022). 
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The Union of Chambers and Commodity Exchanges of Türkiye 
(TOBB), the largest business organisation in the country, has one of the 
most important roles in the Turkish economy in the form of settling the 
economic policies of the Turkish private sector. In addition to that, the 
union has an important responsibility to assist governmental institutions 
and to guide these institutions to integrate the Turkish economy with the 
rest of the world (Kurtaran, 2020). The non-governmental organisation 
MÜSİAD (the Independent Industrialists’ and Businessmen’s Association), 
established back in the 1990s, focuses on economic cooperation among 
Islamic countries, while the abovementioned TUSIAD is more linked to 
European countries (Basar, 1994). Today, Türkiye, a strong economy com-
pletely open to the outside world and ruled by free market conditions, has 
become a highly important actor of international relations due also to its 
important geopolitical position (Polat, 2017).

Türkiye’s geopolitical position is advantageous; the country is close to 
energy sources, is a neighbour of Russia (one of the most powerful coun-
tries), and to the European Union, one of the most important economic 
entities. It is located between Europe and Asia, is a NATO member coun-
try with strong military capabilities and is close to the Middle East and 
Central Asia. 99% of the country is of the Muslim religion, and the country 
is respected by the other Muslim countries because of its modern, social 
structure, stable and developed democratic form, and economic power.

Türkiye’s economic relations in the international arena during the pe-
riod of the Unipolar World were affected by international concerns. The 
reunifi cation of Germany and the dissolution of the Soviet Union caused 
signifi cant political changes globally. Türkiye’s effort at the beginning of 
the USSR’s collapse was mostly focused on the Turkic republics, which 
became independent. Türkiye was one of the fi rst and main supporters 
of these new republics’ desire to become members of international or-
ganisations. Therefore, Türkiye undertook comprehensive diplomatic 
initiatives with NATO, the UN, and the Council of Europe. Türkiye was 
a co-founder of the Organization of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation 
(BSEC) founded in 1992, a regional international organisation focusing 
on multilateral political and economic initiatives and which is important 
for cooperation, peace, stability, and prosperity in the Black Sea region. In 
1995, Türkiye joined the Customs Union Agreement which allowed the 
country’s bilateral trade with EU countries to increase.

In 1997, under the initiative and actions of the then Prime Minister 
of Türkiye Necmettin Erbakan, the Developing 8 (D-8) organisation 
for economic cooperation with the major Muslim countries including 
Bangladesh, Egypt, Indonesia, Iran, Malaysia, Nigeria, and Pakistan was 
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established. A year after the establishment of D-8, Türkiye became a mem-
ber of the G20, The Group of Twenty, an intergovernmental forum com-
prising 19 countries and the European Union. The economic and political 
integration of Türkiye with the world’s major economies, which comprise 
more than the 80% of world GDP and 75% of global trade, strengthens 
Türkiye’s position in the international arena and in the exercise of the 
country’s foreign policies.

During the 1990s, there was again political turbulence caused by in-
ternal and external fi nancial crises that brought insecurity and instability 
to the country. From 1991 to 2002 there were 10 different governments, 
a fact that created uncertainty in the country’s foreign economic policy. 
In 2002, the Justice and Development Party came to power, bringing the 
country into a new era; one in which the country was not under the rule 
of a coalition of parties as there had been, but rather the rule of a sin-
gle party. Since then, political stability has prevailed, and created a stable 
economic and political environment without crisis, and which is advan-
tageous to all activities for the progress of the country in all aspects of 
economy and trade.

Conclusions

Türkiye has put international relations at the forefront of its concerns 
in order to increase its economic development. In this process, Türkiye 
has signed free trade agreements with 38 countries, most of which 
are European countries, which is one of the most important results of 
economic diplomacy. Since then, 11 of these countries have become EU 
members and 22 free trade agreements are still valid. Three more will 
be added to this list of countries with the approval of the text of the free 
trade agreement with Sudan, Lebanon, and Qatar. These agreements are 
constantly updated during negotiations held according to the conditions 
of the day. In addition, free trade agreement negotiations with 5 other 
countries (Ukraine, Japan, Thailand, Indonesia, and Somalia) are about to 
be completed, while free trade agreements with Mexico, Peru, Colombia, 
MERCOSUR, Ecuador, Cameroon, Chad, Gulf Cooperation Council, the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Seychelles, Djibouti, and Pakistan are 
in progress. Negotiations are ongoing within the scope of trade in services, 
investments, and public procurement with Ukraine, Peru, Mexico, and 
Japan. Türkiye has also taken initiatives to conclude free trade agreements 
with the USA, Canada, India, Vietnam, Central American Countries, 
African Caribbean Pacifi c Countries, Algeria, the Republic of South Africa, 
and Libya (MOT, 2019). All of this shows that Türkiye has enjoyed 
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major achievements with diversifying its partnerships in economy within 
distinct foreign economic policy fi elds (Bağ cı, 2011). 

Türkiye’s regional and specifi c bilateral relations increased in parallel 
with the unilateralism in its foreign economic relations, as shown by 
membership with all above mentioned international organisations. In 
addition, Türkiye is a member of MIKTA, which was established in 2013 
as a cross-regional grouping of G20 member nations between Mexico, 
Indonesia, South Korea, Türkiye, and Australia and, since 2016, has been 
a member of the newly created international fi nancial institution named 
the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) led by China. Last but 
not least, Türkiye has shown its sympathies to the Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI) on the basis of the “win-win” principle. The desired updating of the 
customs union agreement between Türkiye and the EU has been unduly 
delayed and accession negotiations have been effectively frozen by the EU 
for the present, as there are issues to be addressed. 

Türkiye is striving to broaden its options and chances of participation 
in different global organisations and markets by joining, for instance, the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO). After the 2001 economic crisis 
in Türkiye, specifi c institutional reforms were made by the ruling Justice 
and Development Party (AKP). Especial focus has been placed on the re-
forms regarding the links between politics and the economy, resulting in 
enormous economic growth. But this economic boom seems to have been 
in decline since 2013 due to internal and external factors in the region and 
globally. This may have a negative effect on Turkish economic policies 
when negotiating with other parties. The 15th July, 2016 coup d’état attempt 
against state institutions, which was attributed to the Gülen movement 
(Fetullah Terrorist Organizations, FETO), was an internal factor which has 
had a short-term, limited negative impact on the economy, but it greatly af-
fected the country’s foreign policies. Although FETO was designated a ter-
rorist organisation by the Republic of Türkiye, it was not recognised as such 
by foreign governments. However, with the signing of the trilateral memo-
randum with Sweden and Finland under the NATO on July 28th, 2022, for 
the very fi rst time, it is now classifi ed as a terrorist organisation in an in-
ternational, offi cial agreement. This is a success of foreign diplomacy for 
the Turkish government. In the new Turkish economic policy, several meas-
ures have been implemented within the country in monetary policy (Faure, 
2022) aiming to control the sharply increasing infl ation and the declining 
value of the country’s currency. Geopolitical risks in the region create and 
increase uncertainties in international politics. Türkiye analyses each case 
individually and, by diplomatic movements, strives to retain bilateral sym-
metry in international relations. The country’s diplomatic force continues 
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to work together in harmony with all its institutions i.e., the private sector, 
along with governmental and non-governmental bodies which are related to 
the decision-making process for foreign and economic policies. 
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Introduction

Türkiye’s geographical location, geopolitical position, political legacy, 
its increasing role in regional and international politics have had a long-
lasting effect on the country’s demography, population structure, and 
migration waves it has experienced over a number of decades. Globalisation, 
economic exchanges, the dissemination of information, and transportation 
facilities have enabled peoples to be on the move and, more recently, regional 
confl icts, civil wars, climate change, natural disasters, and increasing 
poverty as well as the search for security have all uprooted the masses and 
forced them to migrate cross borders. Modern Türkiye has found itself 
at the centre of such population movements both in the past and even 
in more frequently in the present. This article aims to shed light on how 
Türkiye has been governing patters of migration to and from the country 
in its historical and contemporary manifestations both as a sending and 
receiving country. After analysing the historical milestones of migration 
to mainland Türkiye that began towards the end of the Ottoman State and 
which accelerated during the process of its disintegration, this article will 
go on to address the contemporary challenges that the Republic of Türkiye 
faces as far as migration movements to and from the country are concerned, 
and also to address how the country has developed various policies to 
govern the multiple dimensions of mass migration it has received in recent 
years. According to the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNRA), Türkiye 
hosts the largest number of migrants and refugees today, with Syrians 
constituting the majority of that number, exceeding 3.6 million as at the 
end of July 2022 as reported by the Presidency of Migration Management 
at the Ministry of Interior.

Modern Türkiye was established on the remnants of the Ottoman 
Empire which ruled the entirety of Anatolia, parts of the Middle East, North 
Africa, and Southern Europe including the Balkans. When the Ottoman 
started to disintegrate, a sizeable number of people migrated to safer areas 
within the Empire and, following the total collapse of the Ottoman State, 
people of various ethnic and linguistic origins moved to Anatolia in even 
higher numbers. One could argue that this period constitutes the fi rst 
major wave of migration to Turkish lands and to Türkiye itself, a country 
which pursued an open-arms policy to those groups who took refuge there 
as the former subjects of the Ottoman State. It should be noted here that 
such population movements to Anatolia took place when a new nation 
state was emerging on the ruins of the multi-ethnic, multi-religious, and 
multi-linguistic Ottoman Empire. As the new nation state was inspired 
by the homogenising, secular, nationalist ideology of the time, policies 
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regarding the identity formation of modern Türkiye and its citizens 
focused on culture, language, ethnicity, and religion while evolving over 
the years in the face of new migration waves. 

Migration Waves 
Towards Ottoman Lands and Türkiye

The Ottoman Empire ruled over vast amount of territories, and its 
imperial borders were open for the purpose of trade and diplomatic 
relations, and were also open to people who sought political protection. 
The social and political structure of the Empire provided a sphere 
where migration is not necessarily linked to the security of state. One 
outstanding example of early migration to the Ottoman Empire is the 
movement of Jewish people from Spain after the Reconquista in the 15th 
century. Muslims and Jews who refused to convert to Christianity were 
forced to leave the country and, as a consequence, thousands migrated 
to the Ottoman territories. What enabled the easy acceptance of Jews in 
the Muslim-dominant state was the recognition of Jews and Christians as 
religious communities known as the Millet System which afforded these 
communities a legitimate legal status within the society. The Ottoman 
State had an open society which did not securitise religious, ethnic, 
and sectarian minorities, a policy that would largely continue under the 
Republic of Türkiye despite a clear demarcation of borders and identities 
as exemplifi ed by the Jewish migration to Türkiye from Germany by 
those who fl ed the Nazi Regime in 1930s.

Military retreats and political turmoil in the late 18th century in 
the Ottoman territories sparked migration to areas still dominated by 
Turks and Muslims. In this context, sizeable migrations from Crimea, 
Caucasia, and the Balkans due to political tensions and military confl icts 
starting from the mid-18th century towards the late 19th century to 
the safe and secure Ottoman territory is well studied and documented. 
It is estimated that by the end of WW1, millions of people from former 
Ottoman territories migrated to central Ottoman and Turkish territories 
in search of security (Erdoğan, Kaya, 2015). The Balkan Wars triggered 
a major wave of migration toward Ottoman controlled areas just before 
WW1. Turks and Muslims of other ethnicities moved to Anatolia from 
Bosnia, Kosovo, Macedonia, Bulgaria, and Greece where there was 
a sizeable presence of Turkish and Muslim Ottoman subjects. WW1 
caused a large-scale population movement in and around Anatolia during 
the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire and following the founding of 
the modern Turkish Republic in 1923. The population exchange between 
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Türkiye and Greece is an example of rather noteworthy demographic 
engineering by both nation states, shaped by homogenising nationalist 
ideologies. Although there are varying claims as to the numbers of people 
during the exchange, it is estimated that between 1.2 to 1.3 million Greeks 
left for Greece while between 400,000 and 500,000 Muslims migrated to 
Türkiye based on an agreement between the two countries (Onur, 2013; 
Hirschon, 2003; Fortna et al., 2012) Türkiye continued to be a migrant-
receiving country, especially from breakaway countries from the Ottoman 
State. A signifi cant number of Turkish Muslims came to Türkiye from 
Bulgaria in the 1950s and 360,000 Turks came to Türkiye in 1989 alone 
(Kamusella, 2020). As these cases illustrate, Türkiye had an open-door 
policy towards refugees and  immigrants produced by regional confl icts 
and wars in neighbouring countries. For example, following the 1979 
revolution in Iran, almost one million Iranians came to Türkiye so as 
to escape the regime and stayed temporarily until they left for the USA, 
Canada, and Europe. Moreover, Türkiye had to deal with the Iraqi Kurdish 
refugee fl ows of 1988 and 1991, when more than one and a half million 
Iraqi Kurds came to the mountains bordering Türkiye, having been 
forced by the Iraqi regime to do so (Ihlamur-Öner, 2013). Türkiye hosted 
almost half a million Kurds from Iraq, the majority of whom returning 
home when the Gulf War ended. As these cases illustrate, Türkiye is and 
has been a migration destination as well as a transit country. Türkiye’s 
experience with migration is not limited to the reception of immigrants 
and refugees in the past and present. Türkiye has also been a migrant-
sending country most notably since the 1960s, with a large diaspora now 
mainly concentrated in Europe. As the following table shows, there are 

Table 1. Turks in Selected European Countries 

 1973  1984  1995 2020
Germany 615,827 1,552,328 1,965,577 3,000,000
France 33,892 144,790 254,000 700,000
The Netherlands 30,091 154,201 252,450 500,000
Austria 30,527 75,000 150,000 400,000
Belgium 14,029 63,587 90,425 250,000
Denmark 6,250 17,240 34,700 70,000
Britain 2,011 28,480 65,000 400,000
Norway n.a 3,086 5,577 20,000
Sweden 5,061 20,900 36,001 150,000
Switzerland 19,710 48,485 76,662 120,000
Total 777,727 2,108,097 2,930,392 5,610,000

Source: Küçükcan, 2021.



179

T. Küçükcan, Türkiye’s Migration Experience and Policy Orientations...

more than 5.6 million Turks in Europe. If one considers Turks in the 
USA, Canada, Australia, and Middle Eastern countries, the populations 
of Turkish origin in the diaspora exceeds 6 million.

A Bigger Challenge: Syrians in Türkiye

It has been 11 years since the fi rst arrival of Syrians to Türkiye, and 
whose numbers have steadily increased through the fl eeing of the atroci-
ties of the Syrian regime as the civil war continues the displacement of 
civilians. The presence of Syrians in large volumes led to a wide range of 
political and legal discussions in Türkiye, and their move to Europe has 
brought Türkiye and the EU around the same table to address the chal-
lenges of displaced Syrians. On the 11th anniversary of their arrival, dis-
cussions and debates about Syrians in Türkiye revolve around their legal 
status, their integration into education and the economy, the provision 
of public services, and humanitarian assistance in relation to COVID-19 
(Murphy, 2021; Mohydin, 2021; Pekkendir, 2021).

Public opinion in Türkiye is predominantly occupied with following 
questions: Will Syrians remain in Türkiye or leave? How many will re-
turn if reasonable political and economic ground is prepared? If there is to 
be a voluntary wave of returns, how, when, and for how long this will take 
place? What are the social, political, and economic ramifi cations of the 
presence of almost 3.7 million Syrians with temporary-protection status 
in Türkiye? How has Türkiye been coping with the various dimensions of 
hosting the largest number of refugees in the world? How will Syrians in-
tegrate into the social, economic, and educational fabric of society? These 
are frequently asked questions in and outside of Türkiye as the civil war 
continues to ravage Syria, with the risk of a new wave of migration not 
completely eliminated. This study will not try to answer all of the above 
questions and its scope will be limited to providing evidence from the 
higher education sector into which Syrians are increasingly integrated so 
as to show how Türkiye has responded to the presence of a large number 
of displaced persons from Syria in education. Türkiye has, among oth-
er things, pursued an open-door policy to displaced Syrians since April 
2011, established new institutions at national and local levels, introduced 
a new legal framework, and developed policies of inclusion over the years 
in cooperation with international agencies and organisations such as the 
UN and the EU. Broadly speaking, Türkiye had two options when the 
refugee fl ow began following the failure of fi nding a peaceful resolution to 
the confl ict through a transition to a democratic political system in Syria. 
The fi rst option was to close the borders to Syrian civilians – mostly wom-
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en and children bombed by the regime forces – and to turn a blind eye to 
the unfolding humanitarian crisis along its borders. The second option 
was to open the gates so as to provide shelter for the those fl eeing war and 
persecution. Türkiye went for the second option, a policy that refl ects 
the traditional migration experience of the country which is informed by 
opening its borders to those seeking safety.

The presence of 3.7 million Syrians in Türkiye forced itself to the cen-
tre of political and public debate as the opposition parties instrumen-
talised populist sentiment against immigrants and refugees by promis-
ing that they would return Syrians back to their home country. Such 
political discourse encouraged anti-immigrant groups to propagate hate 
against Syrians in conventional forums and on social media especially. 
Despite the rise of anti-Syrian sentiment led by the opposition parties, 
the government continued to repeat its position, emphasising the fact 
that Syrians in Türkiye are guests and that they would be hosted until safe 
zones are established, a political solution to end the confl ict achieved, and 
that there would be no forced return. In line with such political positions, 
the Turkish government designed and implemented numerous projects 
to integrate Syrians into education, the economy, and society. One impor-
tant area of the inclusion of Syrians is education as a key strategic project 
for the inculcation of civic culture in addition to language learning and 
the improvement of their academic skills.

The Turkish higher-education sector and Turkish universities face 
numerous challenges as regards teaching quality, equal access, admin-
istrative issues, fi nancing, relations with the industry, research funding 
and internationalisation etc. On top of these issues, Turkish universities 
have yet another common challenge today that requires both urgent at-
tention and a policy-based response; the integration of Syrians and other 
displaced peoples into the higher-education system.

The world, as of today, is marked by social and political upheaval, 
natural disasters, armed confl icts, ethnic and sectarian tensions, eco-
nomic inequalities, along with human rights violations which all con-
tribute to forced migration and the displacement of people to varying 
degrees. In fact, the numbers are shocking. According to a Global Trends 
Forced Displacement 2017 Report published by UNHCR (The United 
Nations Refugee Agency), “Globally, the forcibly displaced population 
increased in 2017 by 2.9 million. By the end of the year, 68.5 million 
individuals were forcibly displaced worldwide as a result of persecu-
tion, confl ict, or generalized violence. As a result, the world’s forcibly 
displaced population remained yet again at a record high” (UNHCR, 
2017b).



181

T. Küçükcan, Türkiye’s Migration Experience and Policy Orientations...

According to the same report, Türkiye hosts the largest number of 
displaced people, migrants, and refugees in the world today (UNHCR, 
2017b). It is reported that 5 million displaced persons from various coun-
tries and people under temporary protection from Syria live in Türkiye 
(Hürriet Daily News, 2017). That amounts to almost 5.6% of the total 
population of present-day Türkiye. Syrians who would go on to escape 
armed confl ict, ethnic and sectarian clashes and repression by the Syrian 
regime began to fl ee to Türkiye in April 2011 when Syria’s political up-
heaval turned into civil war in the country following the Arab Spring.

Türkiye has been following a humanitarian policy towards those men, 
women, and children who are forcibly uprooted from their towns, cities, 
and countries. Türkiye has been a safe haven for displaced people from 
confl ict ridden regions, following an open-door policy to such people 
regardless of their ethnic, sectarian, religious or national identities. As 
an example, almost half a million Kurds fl ed the bombs of Saddam Hus-
sein’s regime in Iraq and found shelter in Türkiye. Since 2011, millions 
of Syrians including Arabs, Kurds, the Sunnis, the Shias, Nusayris, and 
Yazidis have all made their way to Türkiye.

Syrians in Türkiye: Demography

Before going into further detail about the integration of Syrians into 
the Turkish Higher Education System, it would be useful to share some 
demographic characteristics of the Syrians in Türkiye. Demographic data 
regarding total numbers, settlement patterns, age and gender distribution 
will help us too see what kind of challenge Türkiye is facing as far as gov-
erning and managing irregular migration is concerned. The sheer volume 
of irregular migrants and displaced persons living in Türkiye indicate 
that no other country in the world faces as many challenges as Türkiye 
today when it comes to providing services such as shelter, food, security, 
education, and social and cultural inclusion to people who are forced to 
leave their home countries.

According to the recent fi gures, more than 3.7 million Syrians live 
Türkiye. It is reported that if no solution is found for the Syrian crisis in 
the near future, this number could rise to 5 million by 2028 (Hürriet Daily 
News, 2018). Since 2011, the number of Syrians in Türkiye has steadily 
increased from 14,000 in 2011, to 3,676,000 in 2019 (Operational Data 
Portal, 2022). As of August 2022, the Presidency of Migration Manage-
ment reports that there are 3,652,813 Syrians in Türkiye of whom only 
a fraction have returned to Syria after two major security operations 
conducted by Türkiye. The Turkish Minister of Interior Foreign Affairs 
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stated that the number of Syrians who returned to their country after 
operations Euphrates Shield in 2016 and Olive Branch in 2018 is 340,000 
(Hürriet Daily News, 2019).

Graph 1. Distribution of Syrians Under Temporary Protection by Year
Source: Ministry Interior of Turkey.

Syrians under temporary protection in Türkiye seem be concentrated 
in ten cities where they naturally put a lot of pressure on those cities’ in-
frastructure, especially when it comes to housing, public transportation, 
and the health and education services. As seen in the following map, there 
are more than half a million Syrians in Istanbul. Almost 50% of all refu-
gees in Türkiye are registered in four key provinces: Gaziantep, Hatay, 
İstanbul, and Şanlıurfa (OCHA Services, 2018).

There is a unique situation in some cities where demographics regard-
ing the Syrians in Türkiye inform us of what the central government as 
well local authorities (municipalities) are dealing with. In Kilis, for ex-
ample, the Syrian population make up almost a half of the city’s popula-
tion today. In Hatay, 368,175 Syrians are living there, which amounts to 
27% of the total population. There is a similar picture in Şanlıurfa where 
almost 22% of the city’s population is now Syrian. In Adana, Mersin, and 
Osmaniye, 10 to 11% of the populations are from Syria. Most Syrians in 
Türkiye live outside the special camps and shelter centres which were es-
tablished by the government. Only 48,399 Syrians out of 3.6 million live 
in seven shelter centres in fi ve provinces. 

More than 3.6 million Syrians are living away from those temporary 
shelters, exist side by side with Turks, and participate in daily life which 
enables many of them to interact with the members of the host society. It 
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Graph 2. The Distribution of Syrians Under Temporary Protection Listed 
by the Top 10 Provinces
Source: Ministry Interior of Turkey.

Table 2. The Distribution of Syrian Refugees in the Scope of Temporary 
Protection According to Shelter Centres (7 Shelter Centres in 5 Provinces)

Source: Ministry Interior of Turkey.

is argued that “Living in urban areas may be better for the longer-term 
integration, livelihood, self-reliance, and dignity of refugees, as well as 
the capacities of the countries to absorb new residents” (Culbertson, 2015, 
p. 6). Most Syrians in Türkiye are young. According to recent data, more 
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than a million Syrians living in Türkiye are young people between the 
ages 15 and 29. The number of children aged between 5 and 9 is more 
than half a million.

Table 3. The Distribution by Age and Gender of Registered Syrian Refugees 
Recorded via and Based on Biometric Data

Source: Ministry Interior of Turkey.

The age distribution of the Syrians living in Türkiye illustrates very 
clearly that there is a signifi cant number of children and young people of 
school age at various levels. Not only in the area of education, but also in 
the areas of vocational training, employment, welfare provisions, access to 
public services etc. do we fi nd such numbers which pose great challenges 
for Türkiye. So far, one should acknowledge that Türkiye has handled 
the Syrian refugee crises remarkably well despite the lack of suffi cient 
support from the international community. The UNHCR acknowledges 
this as follows, “The Government of Türkiye plays a fi rm leadership role 
in the refugee response in Türkiye” (UNHCR, 2019). Türkiye has spent 
more than $30.2 billion on the well-being of Syrians under temporary pro-
tection (Haberler.com, 2019). This is in line with a humanitarian policy 
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that Türkiye has been following over the years. In 2018, as reported by the 
Development Initiative’s (DI) Global Humanitarian Assistance Report, 
Türkiye spent more than $8.1 billion on humanitarian purposes, more 
than any other country in the world. Developed countries with much big-
ger economies such the U.S., Germany, and the U.K. followed Türkiye’s 
lead, albeit to a smaller degree, spending $6.68 billion, $2.98 billion and 
$2.52 billion respectively (Development Initiatives, 2018, p. 9).

The Integration of Displaced Persons into Education

The integration of displaced persons into the education, workforce, 
training, social, cultural, and economic sectors has been a challenge for 
all countries. European countries which have received legal immigrants 
for their labour markets, irregular migration, and asylum seekers, have all 
had similar experiences. There is still a lot of discussion on the failures 
and achievements of government policies past and present as far as the 
integration of migrants and refugees is concerned. Turn the Tide: Refugee 
Education in Crisis, a report published by the UNHCR, provides a global 
picture of the education of refugee children as follows: “Comparing the 
situation of refugee children and youth with their peers illustrates the gap 
between the two – and the manner in which that gap grows to a chasm 
as they get older. In 2017, 61% of refugee children were enrolled in pri-
mary school, compared to 92% globally. At secondary level the fi gure was 
23%, compared with a global rate of 84%. This means nearly two thirds 
of refugee children who go to primary school do not make it to secondary 
school” (UNHCR, 2017a, p. 13). We should all be concerned with these 
disturbing fi ndings. Moreover, data on access to higher education by refu-
gee children is also alarming and disturbing. While 35% of the world’s 
youth enrol at a university, only 1% of refugee youth can enter similar 
seats of education.

Türkiye has been a labour-force-sending country since the 1960s as 
mentioned earlier, but now the country is a recipient of irregular migrants 
and people under temporary protection. Türkiye’s policy towards the in-
tegration of Syrians is well stated by the by the UNHCR in the Regional 
Refugee & Resilience Plan (3RP) 2018–2019 as follows: “In Türkiye, so-
cial and economic inclusion is an integral part of the legal framework. 
The Law on Foreigners and International Protection refers to activities to 
facilitate harmonization between foreigners, applicants and international 
protection benefi ciaries and the society, that is, an environment where 
foreigners and international protection benefi ciaries can live in harmo-
ny with host communities (…) The concept of harmonization provides 
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a basis for service provision to refugees and asylum seekers in Türkiye 
and is a stepping stone towards inclusion” (UNHCR, 2019, p. 9). 

In what follows, I will try to shed some light on the integration of Syrians 
into the education system. Firstly, let us underline two important develop-
ments. One is the fact that since 2011, 625,000 thousand Syrians were born 
in Türkiye by 2020 and this number exceeded 700,000 according to the 
Minister of Interior of Türkiye in 2022 (Erdoğan, 2020, p. 64), children 
who will, in addition, soon need schooling. The other fact is the steady 
increase in the schooling of Syrian children. It is reported that “(…) of 
the school-aged Syrian refugees, 610,278 were enrolled in either Turkish 
public school or temporary education centers. Of this fi gure, 36,548 were 
enrolled in pre-school education, 374,304 in primary school education, 
137,613 in middle school education and 61,813 in high school education 
in 2017–2018 school term” (Kolcu, 2018). The Ministry of National Edu-
cation confi rmed the rise in the number of Syrian students in the educa-
tion system on June 8th, 2021. The Ministry reported that “35,707 students 
were enrolled in kindergarten, 442,817 in elementary school, 348,638 in 
middle school, and 110,976 in high school. In total, 771,428 children con-
tinue their educational life. There are 432,956 children of educational 
age who do not attend school (Refugees Association, 2021). A recent re-
port by the Ministry of Education updated the data showing that there 
are over 1 million (1,124,353) Syrian school-aged children in Türkiye and 
855,136 of them (67.55%) were schooled by January 2022” (Millî Eğitim 
Bakanliği, 2022).

Given the high birth rate and the new arrivals, this fi gure has been 
gradually increasing over the years. Despite such a marked rise in the 
number of Syrians, “the Government of Türkiye continues to make 
progress towards its commitment to have all Syrian children under tem-
porary protection in some form of education, including the facilitation of 
enrolment for those missing documentation (ID cards or previous school 
report cards)” (UNICEF, 2018, p. 23).

Despite meaningful and positive developments, some challenges need 
to be addressed due to the high demand to go to formal schools in the face 
of the limited availability of places. There are over 350,000 school-aged 
children and adolescents who are not enrolled in education or training 
programs at the moment and who represent the most disadvantaged and 
vulnerable group. In fact, 28,000 new classrooms are needed to accommodate 
these children in formal educational settings as the current level of 
demand for school enrolment, including higher education, exceeds the 
number of places available (UNHCR, 2019, p. 49). Meanwhile, 11,000 
Syrian teachers are allowed to work for the education of Syrian children 
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in formal and informal settings. It is underlined that, “By allowing 
Syrian teachers to work with refugee children, the government of Türkiye 
is helping to reinforce the resilience of the Syrian refugee community in 
Türkiye, and encouraging its access to education. Syrian human capital is 
key to get refugee children back to school. Governments hosting refugees 
shall consider the steps taken by the Turkish authorities, and accordingly 
formulate policies towards encouraging the involvement of Syrian teachers 
in delivering education” (Nasser, 2018, p. 85).

The Integration of Syrians 
into the Turkish Higher Education System

Türkiye makes a signifi cant effort and allocates large funds in order 
to integrate Syrian children and youth at the age of schooling into the 
formal educational system. In other words, Türkiye invests in the future 
of displaced children from Syria and elsewhere. The Presidency for Turks 
Abroad and Related Communities (YTB) and the Higher Education 
Council (YÖK) play a key role in facilitating access to higher education. 
Now let me provide a brief piece of context as regards higher education 
in Türkiye. There are 206 higher-education institutions in Türkiye, of 
which 129 are public universities, 72 are foundation universities and 5 are 
foundation vocational schools. More than 7.5 million students are regis-
tered at different levels at these universities.

Turkish universities are open to Syrian students, and there are special 
support programs and regulations to facilitate the integration of Syrian 
youth into the Turkish higher education system. According a report 
entitled “We Made a Promise”, the number of Syrian students in Turkish 
universities increased from over 14,000 in 2016 to more than 20,000 in 
2018, out of 108,000 foreign students in total. This represented 4% of the 
Syrian youth of university age in Türkiye which is a much higher rate than 
the world average of refugee youth at the universities which is just 1% as 
noted earlier. Almost 6,000 students have participated in higher education 
preparation programs that enable them to meet the language profi ciency 
requirements for admission to Turkish universities (UNHCR, 2018, p. 23). 
In fact, “The Turkish Government has supported higher education 
access through the waiving of tuition fees in state universities for Syrian 
students. YTB has provided 4,048 scholarships since the onset of the 
crisis and, with partners, it is increasing scholarship numbers. University 
preparation programs, focused on Turkish language acquisition, have also 
been introduced (UNHCR, 2017, p. 42) to support Syrians to overcome 
language barriers to enter the university. It is reported that more than 
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500,000 Syrian refugees were of university age (19–24) in 2021. This is 
the second largest age group, accounting for 13% of the total, with the 
4–10 age group being the biggest. The higher education enrolment rate 
for this group rose to 3.8% in 2018, to 5% in 2019 and to 9.5% in 2021. 
This rate is higher than the global refugee enrolment rate” (Esen, 2022). 
The Ministry Education’s data indicate that the number of Syrians in 
Turkish universities reached 48,192, and are students who receive a free 
education in public universities (Refugees Association, 2021). If one adds 
Syrian students at the foundation universities, the total number would be 
higher than 50,000.

Entrance to a university for Turkish nationals is based on centrally-
administered test scores. This is a highly competitive examination. “The 
admission process for international students at Turkish universities is 
complex and decentralised, and international students must apply at uni-
versities individually. Unlike other international students, however, since 
2013/14, Syrians do not have to pay tuition fees at state universities as a 
result of the Turkish state’s recognition of their specifi c status as displaced 
persons. Each university sets its own admission criteria for international 
students” (Hohbergeri, 2018, p. 17).

Syrians can enrol at Turkish universities in three ways, the fi rst way is 
that, in order to apply for an undergraduate degree, Syrian students need 
a valid high school diploma and a transcript as well as an equivalency 
certifi cate obtained by the Ministry of National Education or a Turkish 
embassy or consulate. The second option: “In case students fail to receive 
equivalency for their diploma or if they were enrolled at a Temporary 
Education Centre, Syrians can attend the ‘Temporary Education Centers 
High School Profi ciency and Equivalency Examination’ and then take 
the Foreign Students Exam” (YÖS, Yabancı Uyruklu Öğrenci Sınavı). 
They can be admitted to a university according to their test results. The 
third option: “Students who started their university studies in Syria and 
wish to transfer to a Turkish university may ask universities to recognise 
the credits that they have earned in Syria. The decision whether to rec-
ognise courses passed in Syria is made by each university and may dif-
fer from one department to another” (Hohbergeri, 2018, pp. 17–18). “To 
facilitate transfers and enrolment for Syrians, reacting to the exceptional 
circumstances of refugees, YÖK introduced a guest status called “special 
student” (özel öğrenci) status. As a result, Syrian students were allowed 
to register at seven universities close to the border and, later, also at 
other public universities across the country without needing to obtain 
an entire whole package of original documents” (Hohbergeri, 2018, 
pp. 17–18; Watenpaugh, Fricke, King, 2014, pp. 24–27). 
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Conclusions and Recommendations

Türkiye’s operation in North East Syria which started on 9th October 
2019 and paused 8 days later following talks with the U.S. (18th October 
2019) and Russia (22nd October 2019) sparked a heated debate as to the in-
tention and objectives of Türkiye, the future of Syria and Syrians living in 
Türkiye, Türkiye-US relations, and counter-terrorism operations against 
Daesh and the PKK linked PYD/YPG terrorist organisation that poses 
a national security threat to Türkiye in the region. Turkish offi cials have 
repeatedly stated that Operation Peace Spring will be limited to creating 
a safe-zone for the voluntary resettlement of Syrian refugees in their own 
country, the removal of PKK linked PYD/YPG armed groups from the 
immediate borderline of Türkiye, and to contributing to preserving the 
territorial integrity of Syria as any further disintegration of this country 
would follow an emergence of new, armed, non-state actors, a greater scale 
of the displacement of people, and broader human suffering and security 
threats that would threaten the entirety of the Middle East. Despite such 
clear cut statements, Türkiye has faced accusations that Syrians would be 
forced to return and that demographic engineering would take place. The 
evidence on the ground suggests that these claims are founded on false 
presumptions because there have been no demographic shifts following 
previous operations, namely Euphrates Shield in 2016 and Olive Branch 
in 2018. Moreover, Türkiye’s policy towards Syrian refugees indicate that 
with its limited resources and little fi nancial assistance from the interna-
tional community, this huge problem has been managed successfully to 
date in all fronts. More importantly, the integration of Syrians into higher 
education provides signifi cant evidence as to how Türkiye plans the fu-
ture of displaced Syrians under temporary protection.

As pointed out earlier in this article, there is a growing number of dis-
placed persons in the world that poses numerous challenges for modern 
societies. One of the major questions regarding refugees, migrants, and 
displaced persons is their integration into the various institutions of the 
host societies. The response of nation states to such crises depends on 
how they perceive displaced persons. If these people are seen as a burden, 
policy responses are mostly negative and exclusionary. If the displaced 
persons are regarded as an asset rather than a burden, the policy responses 
are positive and inclusionary. Türkiye’s open-door policy towards dis-
placed people refl ects such an approach which is marked by humanitar-
ian concerns. As per the abovementioned rules, the practices and policies 
outlined in this paper illustrate that, “unlike the other countries hosting 
large numbers of Syrian refugees, the Government of Türkiye has consist-
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ently taken proactive measures to grant Syrian university students with 
opportunities to continue their studies in Türkiye” (Watenpaugh, et al., 
2014, p. 26). Türkiye has been doing its best to integrate its Syrian guests 
under temporary protection not only into the higher education system, 
but also into all walks life despite fi nancial constraints, security concerns, 
and the lack of suffi cient international assistance. In order to address the 
problems related to Syrians under temporary protection in Türkiye and 
its neighbouring countries, especially to facilitate their integration into 
the higher education system, the following steps should be considered:
• Engaging in capacity-building, and increasing existing facilities’ fund-

ing, and their number of teachers and classrooms so as to accommo-
date the steadily-growing number of displaced Syrians.

• Facilitating access to all levels of education for displaced children and 
youth including higher education.

• Providing more language courses to enable displaced Syrians to over-
come linguistic barriers in order to enter university.

• Organising more outreach activities and inform displaced youth that 
there are opportunities to enrol in universities.

• Providing more scholarship to encourage young Syrians to partake in 
further-education-preparation training and university education.

• Better international co-operation and engaging in closer dialogue to 
address educational needs of displaced Syrians as no single country 
can overcome current challenges on its own. 

• Sharing best practices and institutionalize exchange of innovative 
ideas, methods and policies to increase the quality of higher education 
for the displaced people.
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• A. Dziewulska, Pokój po konfl ikcie: Bośnia, Afganista, Irak. Wnioski dla 
strategii bezpieczeństwa UE (Peace after confl ict: Bosnia, Afghanistan, Iraq. 
Conclusions for the EU security strategy), Warszawa 2016.

• D. Milczarek, O. Barburska, Past and Present of European Integration. 
Poland's Perspective, Warsaw 2015.



204

Studia Europejskie – Studies in European Affairs, 3/2022

• European Union on the Global Scene: United or Irrelevant?, ed. B. Góralc-
zyk, Warsaw 2015.

• Essays on Global Safety Governance: Challenges and Solutions, ed. Patry-
cja Dąbrowska-Kłosińska, Warsaw 2015.

• The European Union and Poland. Problems and Achivements, eds. A. Adam-
czyk, P. Dubel, Warsaw 2015.

• O. Barburska, D. Milczarek, Polityka wschodnia Unii Europejskiej: 
Porażka czy sukces?, Warszawa 2014.

• Unia Europejska jako aktor na scenie globalnej, Razem czy osobno?, ed. 
B. Góralczyk, Warszawa 2014.

• Poland and Turkey in Europe – Social, Economic and Political Experiences 
and Challenges, eds. A. Adamczyk, P. Dubel, Warsaw 2014.

• Introduction to European Studies, A New Approach to Uniting Europe, 
eds. D. Milczarek, A. Adamczyk, K. Zajączkowski, Warsaw 2013.

• O. Barburska, D. Milczarek, Historia integracji europejskiej w zarysie, 
Warszawa 2013.

• Co po postindustrializmie?, eds. K. Wielecki, S. Sowiński, Warszawa 2013.
• A. Harasimowicz, Bezpieczeństwo Polski 1918–2004. Granice, System 

międzynarodowy, Siła własna, Warszawa 2013.
• Europeisation of political rights: Voter Advice Application and migrant mo-

bilization in 2011 UK elections, eds. A. Dziewulska, A.M. Ostrowska, 
Warsaw 2012. 

• Practicioners’ advice on EU project management, ed. A. Dziewulska, War-
saw 2012.

• New neighbours-on the diversity of migrants’ political involvement, 
eds. A. Dziewulska, A.M. Ostrowska, Warsaw 2012.

• Poland in the European Union: Adjustment and Modernisation, eds. A. Ad-
amczyk, K. Zajączkowski, Warsaw–Lviv 2012.

• Sieci informacyjne Unii Europejskiej w Polsce, ed. M. Grabowska, 
Warszawa 2012. 

• Central Europe. Two Decades After, ed. R. Riedel, Warsaw 2010.
• Przestępczość gospodarcza. Problemy współpracy międzynarodowej, 

ed. H. Machińska, Warszawa 2008.
• „Inny” człowiek w „innym” społeczeństwie? Europejskie dyskursy, eds. P. Ma-

zurkiewicz, K. Wielecki, Warszawa 2008.
• Poland in the European Union: First Experiences. Selected Political, Legal 

and Social Aspect, eds. D. Milczarek, O. Barburska, Warsaw 2008.
• Eastern Policy of the European Union: Role of Poland, Case of Ukraine, 

eds. A.Z. Nowak, D. Milczarek, B. Hud’, J. Borkowski, Warsaw 2008.
• Kryzys postindustrialny: Interpretacje, prognozy. Perspektywa europejska, 

eds. P. Mazurkiewicz, K. Wielecki, Warszawa 2007.
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• Rola Polski w kształtowaniu polityki wschodniej Unii Europejskiej na 
przykładzie Ukrainy, ed. J. Borkowski, Warszawa 2006.

• D. Milczarek, Unia Europejska we współczesnym świecie, Warszawa 2005.
• Regionalizm, polityka regionalna i Fundusze Strukturalne w Unii Europe-

jskiej, eds. A. Adamczyk, J. Borkowski, Warszawa 2005. 
• Fundusze kohezyjne i możliwości ich absorpcji w Polsce (materiały konfer-

encyjne), Warszawa 2004.
• Globalization, International Business and European Integration, eds.

A.Z. Nowak, J.W. Steagall, M.N. Baliamoune, Warsaw–Jacksonville 2004. 
• K. Wielecki, Podmiotowość w dobie kryzysu post industrializmu. Między 

indywidualizmem a kolektywizmem, Warszawa 2003. 
• On the road to the European Union. Applicant countries’ perspective, 

eds. D. Milczarek, A.Z. Nowak, Warsaw 2003. 
• D. Milczarek, Pozycja i rola Unii Europejskiej w stosunkach 

międzynarodowych. Wybrane aspekty teoretyczne, Warszawa 2003. 
• Globalization, European Integration and...?, eds. A.Z. Nowak, J.W. Stea-

gall, Warsaw–Jacksonville 2002.
• Suwerenność i integracja europejska, eds. W. Czapliński, I. Lipowicz, 

T. Skoczny, M. Wyrzykowski, Warszawa 1999.
• I. Pawlas, H. Tendera-Właszczuk, Poland’s economy competitiveness with 

respect to the integration with the European Union, Warsaw 1999.
• Wybrane problemy i obszary dostosowania prawa polskiego do prawa Unii 

Europejskiej, eds. P. Saganek, T. Skoczny, Warszawa 1999.
• Subsydiarność, ed. D. Milczarek, wyd. drugie, Warszawa 1998. 
• E. Skotnicka-Illasiewicz, Powrót czy droga w nieznane? Europejskie 

dylematy Polaków, wyd. drugie, Warszawa 1997. 
• Le francais en Pologne. Mythes et réalités, eds. J. Boutet, K. Wróblewska-

-Pawlak, Warszawa 1996. 

Series „Studia nad integracją europejską” 
(redakcja serii: P. Jasiński, T. Skoczny) 
• Elektroenergetyka (Electricity Supply Industry), Warszawa 1996.
• Gazownictwo (Gas Supply Industry), Warszawa 1996.
• Telekomunikacja (Telecommunications), Warszawa 1997.

Series „Dokumentacja akcesyjna” 
(redakcja serii: T. Skoczny)
• Tom 1. Dokumenty dotyczące przystąpienia do Wspólnot Europejskich Danii, 

Irlandii i Wielkiej Brytanii oraz Grecji (Documents Concerning the Acces-
sion to the European Communities of Denmark, Ireland, Great Britain and 
Greece), Volume editor Jana Plaňavová-Latanowicz, Warszawa 1998.
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• Tom 2. Dokumenty dotyczące przystąpienia do Wspólnot Europejskich 
Hiszpanii i Portugalii (Documents Concerning the Accession to the Europe-
an Communities of Spain and Portugal), Volume editor Jana Plaňavová-
Latanowicz, Warszawa 1998.

• Tom 3. Dokumenty dotyczące przystąpienia do Unii Europejskiej Austrii, 
Finlandii i Szwecji (Documents Concerning the Accession to the European 
Communities of Austria, Finland and Sweden), Volume editor Jana 
Plaňavová-Latanowicz, Warszawa 1998.

• Tom 4. Rozszerzenie Unii Europejskiej na Wschód (Enlargement 
of the European Union to the East), Volume editor Bogdan Góralczyk, 
Warszawa 1999.

• Tom 5. Przygotowania Polski do członkostwa w Unii Europejskiej (Po-
land’s Preparation to Membership in the European Union), Volume editor 
Jan Borkowski, Warszawa 1999.

Series „Raporty z badań” 
• Prawne i ekonomiczne aspekty połączeń między sieciami telekomunikacyj-

nymi (Legal and Economic Aspects of Connections Between Telecommunica-
tions Networks), (kier. zespołu Tadeusz Skoczny).
– Raport I. Cellular Telephony and Connections Between Networks in the 

European Union, Piotr Jasiński, Tadeusz Skoczny.
– Raport II. Ekonomiczne aspekty połączeń między sieciami w warunkach 

gospodarki rynkowej (Economic Aspects of Connections Between Net-
works under Conditions of Market Economy), Piotr Jasiński, Tadeusz 
Skoczny.

• Liberalizacja łączności międzystrefowej w Polsce (The Liberalisation of 
Toll Connections Between Area Zones in Poland), Piotr Jasiński, Tadeusz 
Skoczny.

• Raport zawierający ocenę stopnia adaptacji prawa polskiego do prawa 
wspólnotowego (Report on Harmonisation of Polish Law with the Commu-
nity Law), (kier. zespołu Tadeusz Skoczny).

“Textbooks and Manuals” series 
• Practicioners’ advice on EU project management, ed. Agata Dziewulska, 

Warsaw 2012.
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