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Abstrakt 

Diplomová práce se věnuje analýze turecké zahraniční politiky vůči regionu Centrální 

Eurasie, respektive sub-regionům Blízkého východu a Střední Asie, v období 1991 až 

2010. Z hlediska teoretického ukotvení práce kombinuje modifikovaný sociální 

konstruktivismus s předpoklady kritické geopolitiky. V konstruktivistické části se 

práce na základě propojení s analýzou zahraniční politiky (AZP) zaměřuje na domácí 

úroveň, tedy na přezkum identitárního ukotvení jednotlivých aktérů. Z hlediska vlivu 

identitární proměnné na zahraniční politiku je těžiště analýzy umístěno do období po 

roce 1991. Za účelem dosažení kontextuálního vhledu však práce zahrnuje i obecný 

rozbor konfliktu identit uvnitř turecké (osmanské) společnosti, který je pozorovatelný 

již od první poloviny devatenáctého století. V případě geopolitického rozpadu práce 

vychází ze základního kritického předpokladu o diskurzivním (nematerialistickém) 

charakteru geopolitické argumentace. Cílem je identifikace geopolitických metafor, 

které byly v rozmezí let 1991 až 2010 aplikovány tureckými elitami vůči výše 

uvedeným sub-regionům Centrální Eurasie. V tomto případě dochází k logické 

syntéze teoretických přístupů. Geneze a užití geopolitických metafor je zároveň 

zkoumána z hlediska identity těch, kteří je formulují. Diplomová práce dokazuje, že 

jedním z definičních znaků turecké společnosti je dlouhodobý konflikt identit 

vyjádřený afiliací společenských segmentů vůči identitárním setům centrum / 

modernita / sekularismus a periferie / tradice / religiozita. Tato štěpná linie měla ve 

sledovaném období rozhodující vliv na definici kategorií my (we-ness) a oni (other-

ness) a tím pádem formovala jak preference turecké zahraniční politiky vůči Centrální 

Eurasii, tak artikulaci jednotlivých geopolitických diskurzů a metafor. 

Klíčová slova 

Turecká zahraniční politika, sociální konstruktivismus, kritická geopolitika, analýza 

zahraniční politiky, konflikt identit, konfliktní linie, sekularismus, politický Islám, 

Blízký východ, Centrální Asie, Centrální Eurasie, Strategická hloubka.  



Abstract 

This diploma thesis focuses on the analysis of Turkish Foreign Policy (TFP) towards 

the sub-regions of Central Eurasia (the Middle East and Central Asia) in the period 

between 1991 and 2010. Theoretically, this thesis combines a modified version of 

social constructivism with the assumptions of critical geopolitics. Interconnecting 

social constructivism with the Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA), this thesis targets the 

domestic level of analysis. Therefore, the ideational background of the decision-

makers is examined. Although, the potential impact of the identity variable on the 

TFP articulation is investigated after 1991 only, the genesis of the long-term identity 

conflict within the Turkish (Ottoman) society is also included in the analyses. Given 

the geopolitical part, this thesis draws upon the basic critical insight that the 

geopolitical argumentation is based on discursive rather than material factors. The 

aim is to identify the geopolitical metaphors which had been, in the examined period, 

applied while dealing with the above mentioned sub-regions. At this stage, the 

theoretical approaches are logically synthetized and the genesis and usage of the 

geopolitical metaphors is examined in relation to the identity of those who 

formulated them. This diploma thesis proves that the identity conflict manifested as 

the affiliation of the social segments with the identitary sets of center / modern / 

secular and periphery / tradition / religious has constantly been a critical part of 

Turkish (Ottoman) history. In the examined period, this cleavage line had a decisive 

impact on the definition of the categories of we-ness and other-ness and influenced 

both the TFP preferences towards Central Eurasia as well as the articulation of 

particular geopolitical discourses and metaphors. 

Key Words 

Turkish foreign policy, social constructivism, critical geopolitics, clash of identities, 

Foreign Policy Analysis, cleveage lines secularism, political Islam, Middle East, Central 

Asia, Central Eurasia, and Strategic Depth. 
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Thesis Title: The Final Externalization of the Others and its consequences for Turkish 

Foreign Policy. 

Annotation 

Since the first 19th century attempts to modernize the Ottoman Empire along the 

Western lines, the Anatolian society has been experiencing a growing division 

between the social segments of the center and the periphery. This conflictual line was 

markedly sharpened during the Kemalist Cultural Revolution of the 1920s. 

As the new military-bureaucratic secular elites strove to become a political as well as 

a social part of the Western self, Mustafa Kemal (later known as Atatürk) ordered 

collective amnesia of the Islamic and, in particular, the Middle Eastern past of Turks. 

Nevertheless, both Islam and the Middle Eastern sentiments became the main 

referential point for the political opposition of the religious masses which, for the 

better part of the history of the secular republic, constituted the domestic Others. 

Importantly, this opposition has always been vigorous and numerically stronger. Due 

to the relatively pluralistic character of the polity, the political system of the secular 

republic has thus always been contaminated by the clash of identities. Gradually, the 

identity and interests of the Others were politically channeled by the representatives 

of political Islam. Both in the conservative form under the leadership of Necmettin 

Erbakan and under the Neo-Islamist brand of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, the Islamist 

politicians had radically different views on the identitary affiliation with the 

categories of Western and Eastern as well as the articulation of the foreign policy 

goals. 

Drawing upon the insights of social constructivism and the Foreign Policy Analysis 

(FPA), the main aim of the thesis is to verify whether the domestic societal struggle 

Institute of Political Studies 

Thesis 
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over the political power and influence has had consequences for the articulation and 

implementation of Turkish Foreign Policy (TFP). More specifically, although attention 

will be paid to a contextual understanding of the problem, the focal point of the 

identity analysis will be the period between 1991 and 2010. The interconnection 

between the domestic level and the foreign policy execution will be observed through 

focus on the particular sub-regions of Central Eurasia (namely Central Asia and the 

Middle East). 

Moreover, using the theoretical framework of critical geopolitics, the aim of the 

thesis also includes the detection of geopolitical discourses and the so-called 

geopolitical metaphors which were used by the Turkish elites in order to approximate 

the above mentioned sub-regions throughout the 1990s and 2000s. 

Theoretical Framework 

Using the interconnection between modified social constructivism and the Foreign 

Policy Analysis, the thesis will verify / falsify that the domestic level matters in the 

articulation and the implementation of foreign policy. Considering the fact that 

Turkey represents a typical case of a society divided along the identity lines, the 

country is also an appropriate candidate for the analysis of the constitutive relation 

between the Turkish decision-makers’ identity and TFP. 

Hence, the aim of the thesis is to further examine the center – periphery cleavage 

within the Turkish (Ottoman) society as well as the impact of the 1920s reforms on 

the identity conflict which has been present in the Turkish society. Paying attention 

to the dichotomy between the we-ness and other-ness, the thesis analyzes the 

potential consequences of this identity conflict on the formulation of TFP towards 

Central Eurasia, and its particular sub-regions (Central Asia, the Middle East). 

While investigating the decision-makers’ identity, the attention will be paid to the 

representatives of the governing political parties, presidents, prime ministers, 

ministers of foreign affairs, foreign policy advisors / influencers and the institution of 

the General Staff and the National Security Council (NSC). When possible, the 

discursive statements with identitary references made by the decision makers will be 

also put under scrutiny. 



Analyzing the identity variable, the thesis draws mostly upon the various theoretical 

works of Alexander Wendt. Moreover, while linking the systemic theory with 

domestic politics and the Turkish society in particular, the works of Turkish political 

scientists interested in the identitary research, Hakan Yavuz and Yücel Bozdağlıoğlu 

are used. 

In addition to the identity variable, the aim of the thesis is also to detect the 

geopolitical discourses as well as the so-called geopolitical metaphors used under the 

umbrella of TFP in order to approach the Central Eurasian sub-regions of Central Asia 

and the Middle East. Drawing upon critical geopolitics developed and popularized by 

the writings of Gearóid Ó Tuthail and different works of the Turkish political scientists 

focused on the discursive practice of geopolitics and geopolitical metaphors (e. g. 

Lerna K. Yanık), the geopolitical framework will be understood in non-material terms 

as the imagined structures and constructions developed so as to support a particular 

policy of the state. At this stage, the theoretical approaches will be logically 

synthetized. Linking social constructivism with critical geopolitics, the thesis also 

examines whether the prevailing identity of the decision-makers influenced the 

meaning of the metaphors developed and used in the 1990s and 2000s. 

Research Questions 

In sum, this thesis seeks to answer the following research questions: 

 Has there been a significant change regarding the identity of the elites and 

decision makers in the time period between 1991 and 2010? 

 If so, has this substitution had an impact on TFP towards Central Eurasia? 

 Additionally, which geopolitical discourses and metaphors were developed 

and used towards Central Eurasia until 2002 and did they prioritize any of its 

sub-regions?  

 Subsequently, which geopolitical discourses and metaphors were developed 

and used towards the region of Central Eurasia after 2002 and did they 

prioritize any of its sub-regions? 

 Finally, what have been the sources (philosophical, ideational, or factual) of 

the prevailing geopolitical discourses?  
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Introduction 

Since the establishment of the secular republic in 1923, Turkey has devoted 

tremendous efforts to become a part of the Western self, both socially and politically. 

Given the systemic consequences of the Cold War reality, accommodation of the 

military-bureaucratic ranks into the structures of the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization (NATO), and identification of the positivist intelligentsia with the project 

of Westernization, the so called quest for civilization promoted by Mustafa Kemal 

(Atatürk), the founding father of modern Turkey, was considered completed by many. 

Often more respected than critically examined by the older generation of scholars, 

the grand social engineering project of modernizing Turkey was generally perceived 

as desirable in the West. Indeed, the goals of the Kemalists and their identification 

with the French Enlightenment’s way of secularism (laicism) and Comtian (scientific) 

positivism were often understood as rational and necessary for the common good 

and development of the country. 

It is a part of the conventional wisdom that the Kemalist reforms were undertaken 

by the elitist urban and military circles of the educated few who raised the rural 

Others, the traditional society of Anatolia, from the religious backwardness and 

intellectual inertia. Up to a certain extent, this narrative is right in many respects. Not 

surprisingly, however, many have been overlooked. 

Most significantly, perhaps, the opposition against the official Kemalist policies had 

always been vigorous and numerically stronger. In addition, the top-down style of 

rigid westernization (secularism all the way down) had dramatically stimulated the 

latent cleavage between the center and periphery. Ever since, and due to the 

relatively pluralistic character of the polity, Turkish politics has been contaminated 

by a clash of identities. 

In fact, since the very establishment of the republic, two Turkeys and two societies 

have coexisted. In a necessary simplification and in overlapping sense: the urban 

stood against the rural, the modern against the traditional, and the secular against 

the religious. The aim of this thesis is to show that the societal struggle for political 
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space which took place on the domestic level had important consequences for the 

articulation and execution of Turkish Foreign Policy (TFP). 

Thus the analytical corpus of the first part of this thesis is focused on this domestic 

identity struggle1. In particular, the social composition of the power centers of Turkey 

(military-bureaucratic elites, political parties) is examined. Even though the cleavage 

between the center (modern) and periphery (traditional) could be, in embryonic 

sense, observed from the middle of the 18th century onwards, for the limitations of 

space and given the particular interest of this work, the analysis starts only with the 

reformist period of the Ottoman Tanzimat. Consequently the attention is devoted to 

the domestic development between 1923 and 1991. Notwithstanding the 

significance of the above, the post-Cold War period is of the utmost importance for 

the purposes of this thesis as the breakup of the Soviet Union (SU) marked the birth 

of the truly independent TFP. 

Based on the interconnection between the social constructivism and the Foreign 

Policy Analysis (FPA), this thesis aims to clarify that the domestic level has an impact 

on the state behavior in the realm of international politics. Given the fact that Turkey 

represents a case par excellence regarding the domestic identity struggle, it is also an 

appropriate candidate for the analysis of the interconnection between domestic and 

foreign policies. As Yavuz puts it: “Few countries in the modern period have had their 

identity contested as bitterly and interpreted as variously as the Republic of 

Turkey…Turkish national identity and its foreign policy are bound together…” (Yavuz 

1998: 19). 

Further to the above, this thesis argues that the once dominant segment of the 

secular urban elites has gradually lost its positions, being substituted by the 

representatives of the more traditional segments of the society with more flexible 

orientation in the globalized neoliberal environment. Hence, the main goal of this 

thesis is to examine in what sense has this externalization of the identity of those 

                                                      
1 Turkey was amongst the other states which were labeled with the torn countries by the political 
scientist Samuel Huntington in his seminal work Clash of Civilizations. The term refers to the divided 
society along the lines of beliefs, interests and views about domestic and international politics 
(Huntington 1996: 76). 

http://slovnik-cizich-slov.abz.cz/web.php/slovo/par-excellence-par-exelans
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who were, for the better part of the history of modern Turkey considered as Others, 

had the constitutive consequences on TFP as well as on the understanding of the 

Turkish geopolitical position and the role Turkey should play in the international 

system. 

Therefore, once the domestic level is examined, the focus is shifted to the possible 

connection between the identity of elites /decision makers and the articulation/ 

implementation of TFP. 

It is a matter of fact as well as of the academic consensus, that during the Cold-War 

era, Turkey exercised limited independence only regarding the foreign policy. 

Understanding NATO membership as identity externalization of sorts, Turkey strictly 

followed its Cold War role of a geopolitical bastion / buffer against the communist 

threat, deliberately resigning on significant foreign policy ambitions. This attitude 

was strengthened by the Kemalist history of isolationism, in particular towards the 

Middle Eastern region. As Tanks put it: Throughout the Cold War, Turkey maintained 

the traditional Kemalist line towards the Arab World, thus choosing to remain distant 

and disengaged (Tank 2016: 467). 

Therefore, the systemic change of 1991 which allowed Turkey to develop and 

implement independent regional policies serves as point zero for the purposes of the 

TFP analysis. On the other hand, the continuum is consciously closed by the year 2010 

and the events of the so-called Arab Spring which, again, changed the status quo; 

however, their final regional as well as systemic impacts remain analytically blurred. 

Consequently, this central period between 1991 and 2010 is instrumentally divided 

by the general elections of 2002 which were won by the Justice and Development 

Party (JDP), an entity often labeled as post-Islamist, nevertheless with deep roots 

within the milieu of radical political Islam and conservative Islamic social movements. 

Understanding the 2002 as the structural change of the domestic politics, the periods 

between 1991 and 2002 and between 2002 and 2010 are analyzed separately. 

Regarding the theoretical framework, this thesis draws upon the primary 

assumptions of the social constructivism, namely that interests are determined by 

identity and that the ideational forces do matter and by interaction construct what is 
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then perceived as a social reality which gives meaning to the material one. Clearly, 

the seminal work of Alexander Wendt Social Theory of International Politics provided 

the author of this thesis with the necessary definition of many aforementioned 

concepts. 

Bearing in mind the systemic character of Wendt’s reasoning, the transposition to 

the domestic level of analysis (whose identity prevails) has been done through the 

connection between FPA and domestic constructivism. Going further than Benjamin 

Adler who holds that domestic politics matters sometimes, Yucel Bozdağlioğlu, 

a Turkish political scientist, has developed the so-called interactive approach which 

linearly links the chain between identity – interest – domestic policy goals – foreign 

policy strategies. Similarly but less theoretically, Hakan Yavuz, one of the greatest 

experts on the Turkish identity struggle who has been clearly influenced by the 

Wendtian constructivism, also argues that the foreign policy goals could be actually 

determined by the prevalent identity amongst the domestic elites. 

Strikingly, one of the prominent specialists on Turkey, Phillip Robbins, who studied 

Turkish politics already in the times when not many academics were much interested, 

stated in 2003 that: “I subscribe to the a rising view in international relations, 

summarized succinctly by Thomas Risse-Kappen, that “interactive approaches” 

integrating external and internal factors offer better and richer understanding of 

foreign policy…” (Robins 2003: 3). 

Of course, reasoning about the domestic level is in no way unique for the IR theory. 

By and large, the significance of the domestic level has been accepted by the leading 

strands of the materialistic theorizing. While in the neoliberal camp, Putnam’s 

famous The Logic of Two Level Games constitutes a representative example, the 

neoclassical realists made the domestic analysis even more parsimonious, advocating 

the importance of a single man – a leader. 

Regarding the geographical specification, this thesis is focused on the adjusted 

geopolitical space of the so-called Central Eurasia which, according to Pinar Bilgin and 

Ali Bılgiç, in Turkish view, is comprised of the Middle East, Central Asia and 

Transcaucasia. Indeed, it has been the Turkic Republics of Central Asia (plus 
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Azerbaijan due to the ethno-linguistic reasons) and the Middle East which emerged 

as a laboratory of the independent TFP in the post-1991 international environment. 

Definitely, it is not the aim of this thesis as well as it is beyond its scope to cover the 

complexities of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict as well as the Great game of the 

regional energetic hubs. Therefore, the remaining states of the Transcaucasian 

region (Georgia, Armenia) have been deliberately omitted in the analysis. 

Additionally, in accordance with the leading experts of the field, this thesis also 

largely brackets the notorious topic of Turkey and the European Union (EU) as many 

volumes of substantial literature have already been devoted to this issue. 

In addition to the identity variable, this thesis also seeks to detect the discursive 

techniques used under the umbrella of TFP in order to approach the Central Eurasian 

region. Drawing upon the critical geopolitics developed and popularized by the 

writings of Gearóid Ó Tuthail and various works of the Turkish political scientists 

focused on the discursive practice of geopolitics and geopolitical metaphors (e. g. 

Lerna K. Yanık), this thesis understands geopolitics rather in non-material terms as 

the imagined structures and constructions developed so as to support a particular 

policy of the state. 

Hence, this thesis investigates which discourses have been applied to the sub-regions 

of Central Eurasia (Central Asia, Middle East) since 1991. Finally, same as the general 

elections of 2002 represent a tipping point of the identity struggle for the domestic 

political representation, the geopolitical self-understanding of Turkey was shaken 

following the 2000 publication of the book Stratejik Derinlik (Strategic Depth: 

Turkey’s International Position) written by Ahmet Davutoğlu, the former Prime 

Minister (PM) and Foreign Affairs Minister2. Therefore, a subsidiary goal of this thesis 

is to examine the influence of Davutoğlu’s reasoning on Turkish geopolitical discourse 

as well as the TFP execution. 

                                                      
2 Surprisingly enough, the widely quoted and highly influential book of the prominent professor of 
international relations, long-term advisor to the Prime Minister and spiritus agens behind the scenes 
of TFP, later the Minister of Foreign Affairs and finally also the Prime Minister, is still not available in 
English translation. Therefore, the author of this thesis must rely on numerous English analyses of 
Stratejik Derinlik, his poor Turkish and correspondence with his former teachers in Turkey. 
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In sum, this thesis seeks to answer the following research questions: 

 Has there been a significant change regarding the identity of the elites and 

decision makers in the time period between 1991 and 2010? 

 If so, has this substitution had an impact on TFP towards Central Eurasia? 

 Additionally, which geopolitical discourses and metaphors have been 

developed and used towards the Central Eurasia until 2002 and did they 

prioritize any of its sub-regions? 

 Subsequently, which geopolitical discourses and metaphors have been 

developed and used towards the region of Central Eurasia after 2002 and did 

they prioritize any of its sub-regions? 

 Finally, what have been the sources (philosophical, ideational, or factual) of 

the prevailing geopolitical discourses? 

Importantly enough, one of the main outcomes of Wendt’s theorizing, is that the 

methods of social constructivism and scientific realism do not exclude each other as 

they are complementary rather than mutually exclusive. Hence, from the 

epistemological point of view, both of them are worthy to be studied, the 

appropriateness of the usage being the only factor which makes a difference. 

Although this thesis is largely focused on ideational factors, the material factors 

cannot be neglected. Certainly, this thesis leaves a space for the alternative 

explanations apart from the synthesis of social constructivism and critical geopolitics. 

Undeniably, the personal ontological convincement of the author of this thesis that 

ideas precede the structure is the driving force behind his affiliation with the social 

constructivism per se. Moreover, in accordance with many scholars of the field, the 

author of this thesis also considers TFP of growing importance in the years to come. 

Nevertheless, there were also personal reasons for choosing this particular topic. 

Having spent almost a year in Istanbul between 2012 and 2013, the author of this 

thesis had a unique opportunity to actually live the final culmination of the identity 

struggle between the retreating old elites and the increasingly self-confident 
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newcomers3. Although barely noticing the significance of the moment, the clash of 

worldviews was a daily routine during the stay. Having attended the private Kemalist 

university while living first in the highly traditional neighborhood of Kasımpaşa in 

Istanbul and later on the outskirts of the infamous Tarlabaşı4,, the author had never 

succeeded in inviting his, otherwise reliable schoolmates, to his place. The 

neighborhoods, for them, were too traditional and therefore dangerous. It had been 

precisely this kind of experience which further stimulated his interest in Turkish 

history, society and, of course, foreign policy. 

Notwithstanding the level of analysis and varying focus of the particular part of this 

thesis, there is generally sufficient amount of literature. Regarding the social 

constructivism, the seminal work of Alexander Wendt Social Theory of International 

Relations still constitutes the authoritative base of the main stream constructivist 

thought. Nevertheless, a deeper understanding could not be reached without 

a critique. Thus the collection Constructivism and International Relations: Alexander 

Wendt and his critics compiled by Stefano Guzzini and Anna Leander represents 

a great source of information for advanced constructivist theorizing. When linking 

the international level with the domestic one, Emanuel Adler’s Seizing the Middle 

Ground: Constructivism in World Politics is a great introduction to the theoretical 

principles of the via media. 

Examining the identity, the seminal work by Hakan Yavuz, Islamic Political Identity in 

Turkey, provide the so far most elaborated narrative of the societal identity struggle. 

Regarding the cleavages within the Turkish society, the well-known Center-Periphery 

Relations: A Key to Turkish Politics by a prominent Turkish sociologist Şerif Mardin is 

still highly relevant for the students of the Ottoman center – periphery conflict. 

Moreover, his academic peer from the Sabancı University, Ayse Kadioğlu, offers 

insights of similar depth. Particularly, she further elaborates on the conflict between 

                                                      
3 For personal experience with the events of the so-called Gezi protests see: 
http://ceskapozice.lidovky.cz/turecky-premier-mozna-narazil-na-limity-sve-moci-f6y-
/tema.aspx?c=A130604_130753_pozice_133280 
4 Many inhabitants of Istanbul perceive Tarlabaşı as a shanty town (gecekondu). Technically, Tarlabaşı 
is not a real gecekondu which is a symbol of the Turkish style of urbanization with leaps and bounds 
which took a place from the 1970s onwards, nevertheless it is in some aspects pretty similar (For the 
definition of gecekondu, see Esen 2009: online). 

https://www.sabanciuniv.edu/
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modern and traditional in the periods prior 1923 (establishment of the secular 

republic). 

Still few authors, in comparison with the other areas of the field, deal with the 

important connection between social constructivism and FPA. In this case, David 

P. Houghton’s Reinvigorating the Study of Foreign Policy Decision Making: Towards a 

Constructivist Approach submits a pioneering elaboration. Bridging the 

constructivism, FPA, and the particular Turkish experience, Turkish Foreign Policy and 

Turkish Identity: A Constructivist Approach and Constructivism and Identity 

Formation: An Interactive Approach by Yücel Bozdağlıoğlu is an eye-opening 

contribution to the theoretical interconnection between decision maker’s identity 

and foreign policy implementation. Additionally, Hakan Yavuz presents a very similar 

argumentation, although less theoretic but the more touching way, in number of his 

articles focused on the identity struggle within the Turkish society. 

Speaking about the empirical grasp of the TFP, the triangle of firmly established works 

still constitutes the most important data hub for every researcher. Although written 

in rather sterile way, Turkish Foreign Policy since 1774 by William Hale has not been 

outmatched when it comes to the descriptive precision. The consequences of the 

systemic change coming with the breakup of the Soviet Union are well covered in Suit 

and Uniforms: Turkish Foreign Policy Since the Cold War by Philip Robbins and in 

Turkish Foreign Policy in the Age of Uncertainty by Stephen F. Larabee and Ian O. 

Lesser. 

For those who are interested in broader historical consequences, Political Islam in 

Turkey: Running West, Heading East by Gareth Jenkins could only be recommended. 

Being the greatest western living expert on the military-state relations in Turkey, 

Jenkin’s articles are also of the utmost importance for the better understanding of 

the identity background, specific role, and remarkable influence vis-à-vis other 

institutions the Turkish army and the General Staff have been experiences for the 

better part of the history of the secular republic. 

The classics always have a point. Therefore, the Emergency of Modern Turkey by 

Bernard Lewis and Andrew Mango’s Atatürk: The Biography of the Founder of Modern 
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Turkey as well as Turks Today, could, again, be only recommended for the great 

amount of contextual information and illuminating historiographical insights. 

Elaborating on the critical geopolitics, the Geopolitical Reader compiled by Gearóid O 

Tuthail and Simon Dalby is an authoritative source of information. Furthermore, 

Turkish political scientists (e.g. Aydın, Bilgin, Tank or Erşen) provide numerous articles 

focused on the important interconnection between the critical geopolitics in theory 

and its application on the particular case of the TFP. More specifically, the 

phenomena of the so-called discursive metaphors is theoretically well-covered by the 

Turkish critical political scientist Lerna K. Yanık. 

Together with the sources mentioned above, this thesis also draws upon numerous 

articles published in scholar periodicals targeted both on domestic and regional level 

(e.g. Insight Turkey, Turkish Politics Quarterly, Journal of International Affairs, Middle 

Eastern Studies, Eurasian Geography and Economics etc.). 

The thesis is divided into six chapters. The first chapter deals with the theoretical 

framework. Firstly, the transposition from the Wendtian systemic constructivism to 

the field of domestic politics is described and, subsequently, the logic of the 

application on the particular case of the TFP is explained. Subsequently, the same 

logic is applied regarding the critical geopolitics and the TFP geopolitical discourses. 

The second chapter is focused on the very roots of Kemalism, providing thus 

a genealogy of the societal and identity division in the Turkish society. Critically, the 

main aim is to demonstrate that the conflict between center / modern / secular and 

periphery / tradition / religiosity was observable already in the times of the Ottoman 

Empire. Consequently, the third chapter is targeted on the analysis of the Kemalism 

and evaluates the accommodation / non-accommodation of its far-reaching secular 

reforms. Again, particular attention is devoted to the societal and identity divisions. 

In a chronological sequence, the fourth chapter covers the continuous development 

and strengthening of the political relevance of the periphery (Others) and the 

subsequent penetration of the political system by the conservative and Islamic right. 

Moving to the core, chapter five examines the TFP towards the Central Eurasia 

between 1991 and 2002, putting and emphasis on the resurrection of the domestic 

identity struggle and the geopolitical discourses applied towards the region. Finally, 
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using a similar structure, the last chapter analyze the period between 2002 and 2010 

with the distinction that the foreign policy doctrine of the Strategic Depth is put under 

particular scrutiny. 
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1 Theoretical Framework 

This chapter briefly analyzes the theoretical approaches used in this thesis. Both the 

social constructivism and the critical geopolitics are firstly introduced in general 

terms. Subsequently, this chapter introduces the operationalization of both of the 

theories on the particular case of the Turkish foreign policy (TFP). 

1.1 Social Constructivism: From the Systemic Level To the Decision-

Maker’s Identity 

The systemic change stimulated by the remarkably peaceful sublimation of the 

bipolar system in the early 1990s created not only political but also theoretical 

uncertainties. Indeed, the roots of the criticism can be traced far back in time; 

nonetheless, the breakup of the SU clearly put additional pressure on the mainstream 

IR’s materialism. In the midst of paradigmatic disputations between, put simply, 

modern and post-modern, social constructivism and, in particular, Theory of 

International Politics by Alexander Wendt occurred with an ambitious aim to develop 

a bridge or, according to some scholars, a synthesis of explanation and understanding 

(Guzzini, Leander 1993: 73-80; Zehfuss 2002: 5-11; Reus-Smit 2002: 490-495). 

Measuring at least the echo in the academia, Wendt has definitely succeeded. 

Although not being a founding father of the strand5, it was Wendt’s work which has 

become the reference point for approval or disapproval and which challenged the 

dominant neo-neo synthesis, while simultaneously promoting their (positivist) 

epistemology (Guzzini, Leander 2006: 73-75; Drulák 2010: 123-127). Naturally, it has 

been the Waltzian neorealism6 which became the main springboard for developing 

the constructivist framework in IR (Copeland 2006: 1-15). 

By and large, in Theory of International Politics as well as elsewhere, Wendt accepts 

the methodological apparatus of positivism 7  (scientific realism) as well as its 

                                                      
5 Which is Nicholas G. Onuf (see Onuf: 2013). 
6 The seminal work of the neorealism is the Theory of International Politics by Kenneth N. Waltz, first 
published in 1979 (see Waltz: 2010). 
7 The positivist corpus could be defined as the belief that the elementary units of reality are physical 
objects (materialism), larger objects can be reduced to smaller ones (reductionism), these objects 
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assumptions about the material character of reality (rump materialism). Nevertheless, 

he disagrees with the main-stream conventional wisdom that the reality is a matter 

all the way down. On the contrary, Wendt points out that there is the social reality 

which, gives meaning to the material basis. As a result, Wendt logically refuses the 

necessity of the one-sided nature of the international system which should stem from 

its, allegedly inherent, anarchy (Wendt 1992: 391-395). In Wendt’s optic, anarchy has 

more potentialities, being in fact, an empty vessel8 leaving on the men what they 

make of it (Wendt 2002: 247-249) Despite the author’s later drift towards different 

disciplines and levels of analysis9, the above mentioned constitutes a core of his 

original reasoning. 

Following the Cartesian division between subject and object, Wendt accepts the 

reality of material structure but does not agree with the hard-core positivist 

assumption that there is nothing but the matter. Contrariwise, being focused on the 

social structure, Wendt is interested in the intersubjectivity of knowledge which is 

actually a laboratory of the meaning. Crucially, the social structure is said to be 

constructed by the ideas of actors which, if internalized, constitute their identities 

and consequently also their interests – the prerequisite for making a choice / taking 

an action. Most significantly, for the purposes of this thesis, the identity itself is 

created only through interaction (Adler 1997: 322; Wendt 1999: 247-259). Therefore, 

in order to define Self one also needs the constitutive Other. 

                                                      
behave in law-like ways (determinism), the causation is mechanical and local (mechanism), the object 
exists independently of the observing subject (Wendt 2006: 190-192). 
8 This label as well as the whole Wendt’s understanding of the ontology actually encompasses very 
serious questions and, according to the author of this thesis, approximates Wendt’s constructivism to 
the so-called non-substantial ontological model, developed by the late Czech philosopher Egon Bondy, 
which itself is a modern reformulation of Taoism. Strikingly, Bondy’s reasoning is extremely close to 
that of Fritjof Capra, the quantum physicist who popularized this theme in his seminal work Tao of 
Physics. Less surprisingly then, it was the world of quantum physics to which Wendt recently switched 
his research focus (see Capra: 1999) (see Bondy: 2012). 
9 Gradually, Wendt moved from social constructivism to the area of quantum physics. Ironically, it is 
the quantum physics which practically destroys many of the truths of the positivist methodology e. g. 
the possibility of exact measurement (see Wendt: 2015) In fact, Wendt’s theorizing became rather 
interdisciplinary or eclectic drawing upon various sources including e. g. Jungian psychoanalysis 
(collective unconsciousness). Of course, this Jungian-Wendtian rapprochement makes sense, taking in 
account Jung’s opinion on the relationship between the psychological (social? [sic]) and material 
structure: “Although there is no existence which was not mediated exclusively by Psyche, not 
everything could be declared as only psychical [sic]” (Jung 1999: 73). 
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Overall, it is the identity which is a key part of Wendtian approach: “Identity is, 

I would argue, the key to Wendt’s approach. Research, according to Wendt should 

focus on the relationship between what actors do and what they are” (Zehfuss 2002: 

15). Of course, it is also notoriously known fact that Wendt has been focused on the 

systemic level (Sárváry 2006: 158-165). Nevertheless, the holistic character of his 

work makes it actually impossible to be hermetically sealed. Firstly, the possibility of 

an ideational change of the structure and, secondly, the centrality of the identity 

opens the ways to rethink Wendt on different levels of analysis. Importantly enough, 

Wendt himself has kept space for domestic issues. 

Although making a difference between identity and role, the domestic politics is not 

completely neglected in Wendtian reasoning: “The sceptics have a point. If foreign 

policy roles are defined as the beliefs of decision-makers or state elites then they 

cannot be structural phenomena in a macro sense, which is the only sense of structure 

Neorealist recognize. The distribution of those beliefs is structural at what I have 

called the micro or interaction level sense…” (Wendt 199: 259). Drawing upon 

Wendt’s work mostly, Benjamin Adler further elaborated on the commonalities 

between the social and the material contributing thus to the bridge quest and 

becoming a distinguished representative of one of the constructivist maxim – the via 

media approach.  

More importantly for this thesis, according to Adler, the logic of International politics 

could work conversely to the systemic logic: “Sometimes domestic politics is the arena 

in which cognitive structures are politically and institutionally empowered, before 

they can make their mark on international scene (Adler 1997: 339). Clearly, there is 

no remoteness to move from Adler to the authors who apply social constructivism 

either to the field of the FPA or directly to domestic decision-makers. 

1.1.1 Seizing the Domestic Ground: The Foreign Policy Analysis 

It has been shown that rather than analytical levels, Wendt is bridging ontologies. 

Thus it is rather Adler who constitutes the transposition platform for the interactions 

between the third and the second level. When it comes to the domestic politics, 

amongst the constructivist authors who pay particular attention to this level, Peter 
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Katzenstein played a pioneering role. According to him the state defines its identity 

in interactions between the domestic and the international (see Katzenstein 1993 

and 1996). Naturally, Katzenstein insights has serious consequences both for the FPA 

and the analytical emphasis on the domestic decision makers’ identities. 

Given the neo-neo synthesis mantra repeating the black box like character of the state, 

there has never been a logical link between neorealism / neoliberalism and the FPA. 

Hence, the rather descriptive sub-field of the FPA gradually found itself in 

a theoretical vacuum of sorts. Doubtlessly, aiming to observe the behavior of 

a handful of elites (decision-makers), the FPA could not have many common 

denominators with the approaches which do not take the influence of this segment 

into account at all. As a result, FPA experts started to pay increasing attention to 

social constructivism understanding it as a potential theoretical anchor (Houghton 

2007: 24-25). Naturally, given the narrow optic of the subfield, the relationship 

between the identity and the interests of the elites (decision makers) is highly 

interesting for the FPA researchers. 

Certainly, this is even more interesting for countries where democratic pluralism does 

not meet the Westminster standards as the foreign policy decision-making tends to 

be more socially exclusive. Indeed, this has been the case of Turkey for the better 

part of its republican history. 

Surely, the idea that foreign policy could be influenced by the set of worldviews 

a particular social group holds, and that the struggle among these groups influences 

its shape, is older than social constructivism itself (see Rivera 1968). Nevertheless, 

with the penetrative entrance into the IR’s theory, FPA scholars have increasingly 

started to recognize it as a way to grasp their research theoretically. 

In this way, FPA experts do not think that Wendt’s accent on the structure could pose 

an accommodation problem: “…FPA is compatible with his (Wendt’s) and many other 

form of constructivism, not least it may be used to complement more structure-

oriented versions that lack a convincing account of agency.“ Or more 

straightforwardly: “… approaches that emphasizes the manner in which reality is 
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constructed are natural bedfellows…” (both Houghton 2007: 26-27). Thus the FPA and 

the social constructivism are actually suitable candidates for mutual completion. 

Interested in the FPA analysis and influenced by the Turkish specifics, Yücel 

Bozdağlıoğlu developed a preliminary constructivist model for linking the domestic 

level directly to foreign policy articulation. Sticking to the point and shifting Wendt’s 

reasoning one level down, Bozdağlıoğlu argues that the interest of the decision-

makers is determined by their identities which are rooted in their socio-cultural 

environment as: “…human behavior is guided by socially shared and transmitted 

ideas and beliefs” (Bozdağlıoğlu 2007: 139).  

As a result of the never-ending inner struggle within the society for power and 

influence, the prevailing social group sets the national identity and could reconfigure 

the we-ness and the other-ness framework (Bozdağlıoğlu 2007: Ibid) (Bozdağlıoğlu 

2003: 26). Obviously, this is of great importance for a torn and culturally divided 

society like the Turkish one. As we shall see, in Turkey, the uneasy coexistence of the 

secular and the traditional identity has always had serious consequences for politics. 

As Yavuz convincingly puts it: “Modern Turkey, like a transgendered body with the 

soul of one gender in the body on another, is in constant tension…The soul of white 

Turkey and its Kemalist identity is in constant pain and conflict with the national body 

politics of Turkey“ (Yavuz 2000: 20). 

1.1.2 The Land of Cleavages: Application on the Turkish Case 

Drawing upon the above, this thesis argues that the identity of an actor determines 

his interests and thus influences his actions. Therefore, the ideational background 

serves as a basic framework for the decision-makers’ understanding of the events 

and their inference of an appropriate reaction. This is the case of politics in general 

and of foreign policy in particular. 

Hence, this thesis firstly examines the identity clash within different segments of the 

Turkish society. As we shall see, the identity struggle has been observable in 

remarkable scale already in the times of the Ottoman Empire. Nevertheless, it is the 
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era of secular republic, established in 1923 which constitutes the focal point of the 

constructivist part of the analysis. 

Firstly, this thesis examines the latent center – periphery cleavage within the Ottoman 

society. Secondly, the focus is shifted to the secular reforms implemented by the 

Kemalist after 1923 and evaluation of their accommodation / non-accommodation 

within the society. Simultaneously, the consequences for the framing of we-ness and 

other-ness are examined together with the ramification of the center-periphery 

cleavage into the wider value sets of the center / modern / secular and the periphery 

/ tradition / religiosity. Because, as Yavuz puts it: “In Turkey, political division are 

embedded in profound cultural cleavages” (Yavuz 1997: 65). Third, this thesis 

investigates the period preceding 1989 which is often viewed as a process of the 

gradual empowerment of the formerly marginalized value set of the peripheral / 

traditional / religious in the sense of the increasing accommodation of Islam into the 

secular state and incorporation of Islamic symbols and discourse into politics. 

Therefore, the factual analysis is complemented by the focus on the means of 

externalization of this religious identity in politics. 

Since the end of the Cold War marked the systemic change which: “…afforded 

increased room for maneuver for Turkey’s policy makers” (Bilgin, Bilgic 2013: 174), 

domestic politics after 1991 is finally analyzed in relation to the articulation and 

execution of TFP, in particular towards the chosen sub-regions of Central Eurasia. 

This is done in accordance with the general scholar agreement that it was Central 

Eurasia which served as a TFP laboratory in the post-Cold War international system. 

As Aydin puts it: “While a new international system was emerging at the end of the 

Cold War, Turkey, once at the outpost against the Soviet bloc, suddenly found itself at 

the epicenter of rapidly changing Eurasian politics” (Aydin 2004: 1). 

Regarding the decision-maker’s identity, attention is paid to the representatives of 

the governing political parties, Presidents, Prime Ministers, Minister of the Foreign 

Affairs, Foreign policy advisors / influencers and the institution of the General Staff 

and the National Security Council (NSC). In short, it has been argued that the decision-

makers with distinct identities will implement divergent foreign policies. Therefore, 
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this thesis observes the composition of the key power centers of the Turkish politics, 

putting an emphasis on the prevailing identity amongst the elites. Naturally, the basic 

hypothesis holds that if the general elections in 2002 empowered the formerly 

marginalized traditional / religious segment, the impact should be visible also in the 

realm of the foreign policy. 

Logically, also the decision-makers identity affiliations are understood in the in the 

simplified framework of the dichotomous categories of center / modern / secular and 

periphery / tradition / religiosity. When possible, the discursive statements with 

identitary references made by the decision makers are also put under the scrutiny. 

1.2 Geopolitics as a Discourse 

Traditional geopolitics is directly linked to the foreign policy of the state, while the 

former usually serves as the argumentation set for the realization of the latter. 

Contrary to this traditional concept, critical geopolitics does not perceive the 

distribution of material capabilities and the configuration of geographical advantages 

/ disadvantages as just determinative or unproblematic. As Tuthail puts it: 

“Geopolitics is not an objective scientific form of knowledge” (Tuthail 2003: 11). 

Instead, the critical geopolitics hold that the meaning of certain material aspects is 

discursively constructed in order to serve a particular aim or strategy. 

Although traditional geopolitics 10  gives the impression of determinism, critical 

scholars basically argue that geopolitics is what states / statecraft intellectuals make 

of it. Obviously, there are detectable similarities between the reasoning of social 

constructivism and critical geopolitics as both of them implicitly promote the social 

instead of the material level of reality. While the constructivism usually aims to define 

what people are in order to understand what they think about the world, the critical 

geopolitics is more particular, putting an emphasis on the deconstruction, or at least 

understanding, of the articulation of certain geographic realities (Erşen 2014: 85-87; 

                                                      
10  A very typical case of traditional geopolitics is the hard-core geographic-based imperialistic 
geopolitics of the 19th century or the strategic geopolitics of the Cold War period (Tuthail 2003: 5). 
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Tuathail 2003:171-174). The critical geopolitics understand this articulation as 

inherently biased tool serving the particular policy / strategy of the state. 

The author of this thesis infers that as the geopolitics is discursively created, it is 

rooted in a culture and its symbols in order to be functional. Therefore, the ideational 

arguments play their role in establishing certain geopolitical discourses as well as 

selling them to the population. Thus the identity of the actors should have an impact 

not only on the foreign policy direction in general but also on the geopolitical 

discourses which accompany it. 

1.2.1 Discursive Geopolitics and Turkish Foreign Policy 

Since the establishment of the secular republic in 1923, TFP has been guided by the 

semi-isolationist conception labeled as Peace At Home, Peace Abroad. With 

important exceptions, this continued to be the truth throughout the Cold War era. 

Therefore, the aim of this thesis is to detect which labels and discourses were used 

in order to cover the TFP in the post-Cold War period and which implications were 

inferred for Central Eurasia. 

Further to the above, during the Cold War era, Turkey was a crucial component of 

the so-called containment strategy developed by George Kennan, a prominent 

intellectual of statecraft of his times (Tuathail 2003: 9). Hence, a significant portion 

of the Soviet forces were blocked in motion due to Turkey’s NATO membership and 

largely limited in their action radius in the Middle Eastern region (Larabee, Lesser 

2003: 1). Importantly enough, this situation also had its discursive coverage. 

Officially guarding the communist expansionism, Turkey became a bastion or a buffer 

zone against the red threat. Interestingly, during the Cold War, the effects were 

observable on the domestic level as well, the actors with left-wing leanings (students, 

intelligentsia, Alevi community, Kurds etc.) were perceived as far more dangerous 

than the right-wing nationalistic and religious extremists. Most significantly for the 

purposed of this thesis, Lerna K. Yanık holds, that the label of the bastion / buffer 

zone is actually a geopolitical discursive metaphor. These metaphors are defined in a 

way of critical geopolitics as: “… discursive strategies employed by Turkish foreign 
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policy elite to frame and justify various foreign policy goals” (Yanık 2015: 533). This 

approach constitutes an important component of the part of this thesis which deals 

with the geopolitical analysis. 

Basically, this thesis argues that the metaphor of the bastion / buffer lost its relevance 

in the post-Cold War years. Therefore, the aim of this thesis is to detect the new 

metaphors which has been discursively used in order to define Turkish geopolitical 

position since 1991 onwards. Naturally, particular emphasis is devoted to the 

meaning of the metaphors which had been applied on the sub-regions of Central 

Eurasia. Linking the critical geopolitics with social constructivism, this thesis also 

examines whether the prevailing identity of the decision-makers influenced the 

meaning of the metaphors developed and used until and after the 2002 general 

elections. 

Moreover, in 2000, Ahmet Davutoğlu, then a professor of IR, published his famous 

book Strategic Depth: Turkey’s International Position which quickly became 

a bestseller in Turkey. Redefining TFP ambitions in geopolitical terms, Davutoğlu 

called for intense regional involvement on the basis of the alleged historical and 

geographical depth of Turkey, directly redefining the Turkey’s position vis-à-vis the 

Central Eurasia (Walker 2007: 33-34). Given the fact that Davutoğlu later become 

a long-term foreign policy advisor to the Prime Minister, Minister of Foreign Affairs 

and even Prime Minister himself, he was able to experience a rather sporadic 

transposition from the intellectual of statecraft to the political scientist who is able 

to test his own theory in the real world politics. Therefore the special attention is also 

paid to the geopolitical assumptions of the Strategic Depth and their externalization 

in the TFP towards the Central Eurasia after 2002. 
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2 The Roots of the Kemalist Project 

Regardless the conventional wisdom, the cleavage between the center and periphery 

in Turkey did not begin with the establishment of the secular republic in 1923. 

Obviously, the execution of the Kemalist reforms had been, in a sense, both 

a continuation as well as radical deepening of the already existing divisions within the 

Turkish society (Kadioğlu 1996: 1-5). Although one could go even further, the  

so-called Tanzimat reforms, formulated in the context of catching up with the West, 

are definitely a crucial factor in the process of gradual alienation between the modern 

and traditional segments of the society. 

2.1 Tanzimat Charter and the Invention of the Domestic Others 

Contrary to the continental development, the Ottoman Empire had not experienced 

the industrial revolution. Neither did the Ottomans reach the same level of 

administrative centralization as the modern Western states. Nevertheless, there was 

a vivid sentiment of center – periphery cleavage, in the sense that the latter 

represented the population of loosely controlled lands with dubious loyalty towards 

the Leviathan in Constantinople, with the religion being the only element cementing 

the peripheral society with the center (Mardin 1979: 171-172). As we shall see, this 

preexistent conflict line had been further sharpened by the implementation of the 

so-called Tanzimat reforms. 

Historians like to say that the sick man on the Bosporus died slowly. Certainly, when 

the bureaucrats of the once fearsome Ottoman Empire had realized their relative 

weakness vis-à-vis the 19th century European states, they tried to do as much as 

possible to protect the power of the Caliphate. As a result, they decided to reach the 

western level of military and administrative effectiveness by imitation of western 

norms (Hale2013: 20-25; Lewis 2002: 234-235). This was the very first phase of the 

westernization project which culminated in the early period of Kemalism. 

Not much surprisingly, these reform activities sparked unforeseeable and 

unmanageable social consequences. Step by step, the reformist mentality 

transformed itself into a reformist period of Tanzimat (regulations) which was 
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launched simultaneously with the publication of the so-called Tanzimat Charter in 

1839. Although implementing mostly the education and court system reforms, 

underneath, the overarching goal was to elevate the Empire to the level of the 

European sivilizasyion (civilization) which was dangerously outmatching the 

Ottomans. Quite successfully, the Tanzimat had actually stimulated self-critical 

introspection as well as vivid intellectual fermentation (Kadioğlu 1996: 179; Mardin 

2000: 3-6). However, it soon became clear that only the urban elites have been 

astonished. At the same time, the traditional segment felt increasingly estranged 

facing the trendy boom of western manners which sometimes manifested as a kind 

of upper class dandyism amongst the well-of youngsters of Constantinople. 

Consequently, the representatives of the periphery and more traditionally oriented 

segments started to blame the Tanzimat proponents for promoting the, allegedly, 

decadent11 and materialistic West without caring for the common good of their own 

society. A typical example was the legal reform of 1856 which, after some pressure 

from the Western powers, ended the traditional legal supremacy of Muslims within 

the Ottoman millets12. In a nutshell, it was the westernization which had introduced 

the issue of we-ness and other-ness to the Ottoman society. Thus, some authors 

argue that it was the Tanzimat era which has sown the very first seeds of the Turkish 

identity crisis: “By the middle of the nineteenth century, it become clear that the 

question of identity emerged in the Ottoman Empire as a result of the Tanzimat 

reforms which dismantled the old order along with it the old communal, provincial 

identities which were in accordance with the Ottoman millet system” (Mardin 2000: 

3). Hence, the efforts to strengthen the faltering Empire resulted in the deepening of 

the center-periphery division. 

Remarkably, this center- periphery division was multiplied by the overlapping 

dimensions of modernity contra traditionalism (Mardin 1971: 208). As Kadioğlu puts 

                                                      
11 Convincingly, Kadioğlu presents this on the case of Ottoman literature of the time where a growing 
number of characters who developed a taste for the western lifestyle are depicted as imitators, 
proponents of the otherness and basically the negative figures (Kadioğlu 1996: 179-181). 
12 The Turkish society under the Ottoman rule was divided, in theory, not along the socio-economic 
but religious lines. The world millet is of Quranic origin and refers to a religious community. The millet 
system separated the inhabitants according to their faith, each millet holding a level of protection as 
well as a degree of self-governance and autonomy. In reality, the Muslim population had always been 
privileged compared to the non-Muslim communities (Jaber 1967: 212-216). 
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it: “A preoccupation with this balance between modernity and tradition, Western 

materialism and Eastern spirituality as well Civilization – based on the premises of 

Enlightenment, and Culture – based on the premises of Romanticism, is a recurring 

theme accompanying Turkish modernization” (Kadioğlu 1996: 180). Indeed, this 

difficult relationship between modernity and tradition continued to be a critical 

component of the modern Turkish politics as well. 

Same as later the Kemalist but not that radically, the Tanzimat reformers were also 

transforming Enlightenment philosophy into a society with incompatible social and 

historical background. As a result of the growing disapproval, some of the prominent 

members of the Yeni Osmanlılar (Young Ottomans)13 movement, e. g. the famous 

writer Namik Kemal, set off on a quest to find a balance between what was perceived 

as Western materialism and Eastern spirituality (Kadioğlu 1996: 178-180; Rapport 

2013: 204-205). Despite their efforts, however, the future witnessed a clear 

dominance of the former. 

2.2 Young Turks: Ideational Background of Mustafa Kemal 

The Tanzimat period was concluded with the proclamation of the first Ottoman 

Constitution in 1876. Nevertheless, the impact of the constitutional progress was 

more formal than real. Therefore, the dissent of the educated and liberal urban 

intelligentsia had persisted and, in fact, grew on significance and radicalism. 

Oftentimes, the leaders of these protest intellectual circles were military officers who 

received their training abroad, usually in France, where they acquired not only the 

necessary military skills of modern warfare but also deepened their knowledge of 

Western philosophy and politics (Lewis 2002: 170-185; Mardin 1971: 201). Amongst 

the others, the loosely organized Jön Türkler (Young Turks) had a decisive impact on 

the development of the Empire as well as the later establishment of the secular 

republic. 

                                                      
13 Young Ottomans was a loosely organized group of intellectuals which had been actively pursuing 
the goal of synthesis between Islam and the Enlightenment. Later on, some of its members moved to 
the open and sometimes even armed dissent against the Ottoman Empire (Mardin 2002: 4). 
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Again drawing upon the philosophy of Enlightenment, the Young Turks was 

a Western oriented movement of writers, journalists, artists and military officers. For 

many of them, the prevailing ambition was to be recognized as part of the Western 

(civilized) self. More often than not, these people were staunch positivists in the 

materialistic as well as progressivist Comtian sense (Jenkins 2008: 60-65; Mardin 

1971: 207-208). In short, the ideas of these westernization hardliners were summed 

up in the famous words of Abdullah Cevdet, a prominent intellectual of the 

movement: “There is no second civilization, civilization means European civilization 

and it must be imported with both its roses and its thorns” (Lewis 2002: 236). 

Importantly for the future of the Turks, the regular member of the Young Turks and, 

by that time, a student of the military academy in Istanbul, Mustafa Kemal, later 

known as Atatürk, was basically of the same opinion. 

In 1908, the Young Turks participated in the liberal revolution against the Sultanate 

which culminated in what was later called the second constitutional era. Under the 

label of the Committee of Progress and Union, the key figures of the Young Turks took 

the helm of the power and the famous triumvirate / dictatorship of Enver, Talat, and 

Cemal Pashas navigated the Ottoman Empire through the First World War (Lewis: 

220-241). Their policies, however, did not meet with much success. 

Being on the side of the defeated, in 1918 the Ottoman Empire found itself in the 

worst crisis of its history. This fact was underlined bitterly by the French and British 

occupation of the Arabic lands, the Italian military presence in Anatolia, Greek 

execution of the Megali Idea14, and the joint occupation of Constantinople with the 

symbolic demonstration of the Western dominance as: ”… on 8th February 1919 the 

French general Franchet d’Espèrey, like Mehmed the Conqueror centuries before, rode 

into the city on a white horse, the gift of the local Greeks” (Lewis: 241). It was in this 

state of complete desolation when Mustafa Kemal, a senior army officer and hero of 

                                                      
14 The Megali Idea was an outcome of the Greek 19th century nationalism which sought to include the 
Asia Minor (not in Turkish hands) as well as other regions of ancient Greece into the modern Greek 
national state. Based on the strategic plans and fueled by the popular pfilhellenism, the Western 
powers firstly supported the Venizelos’s adventure, but were forced to change their minds due to the 
military successes of the insurgency led by Mustafa Kemal (Wanner 2009: 153-196). 
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the battle of Gallipoli arrived at the railway station of the Istanbul Anatolian 

neighborhood of Kadiköy with yet unspecified aim of being politically active. 

Although never a part of the inner circles, Kemal was heavily influenced by the Young 

Turks’ ideas and could be included within the ranks of the hard-core westernizers. 

According to the common narrative, Kemal became a supporter of the westernization 

thought during his studies at the military academy of Mekteb-i Harbiye in Istanbul. 

There, he is said to have been known for his progressivist ideas which eventually led 

to his punishment for circulating a liberal magazine amongst his schoolmates. Later 

on, when expelled to join the army in Damascus, where, while interacting with Italian 

soldiers, he, according to the official bibliography, further developed his distaste 

towards the Ottoman backwardness which, in his understanding, resulted from the 

fatalistic and inherently backward Islam (Mango 1999: 90-105). As we shall see, the 

Mustafa Kemal’s ideational background heavily influenced the building of the secular 

republic in the 1920s. 

This chapter showed that the top-down modernization / westernization deepened 

the latent cleavage line between the center and periphery, adding to it a new 

dimension of the conflict between modern and traditional. Importantly, this 

distinction had important consequences for the understanding of the we-ness and 

other-ness within the Ottoman society. Amongst those who supported the 

westernization all the way down in order to reach the civilization level of the Western 

states, the movement of the Young Turks was of the particular importance as the 

ideology of the movement had also influenced its regular member and later in the 

founding father of the modern and secular Turkey: Mustafa Kemal. 

As we shall see in the following chapters, from 1923 onwards his ideational 

background eventually materialized in what Şerif Mardin famously called a revolution 

of values (Mardin 1971: 209), within the context of one of the most ambitious social 

engineering projects in history – Kemalism. Most importantly for this thesis, the era 

of often radical top-down Kemalist reforms which aimed to substitute one culture 

with another without seeking the popular support had serious consequences for the 

continuing clash between the center / modern / secular and periphery / tradition / 

religiosity camps.  
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3 The Rural Masses: A Bête Noire of Turkish Secular Project 

Once the Ottomans signed an armistice with the Allies, their representatives, given 

the weakness of the former fearsome Empire, avoided any further conflicts. 

Therefore, they silently observed the landing of the Greek forces in Anatolia and the 

symbolic launch of the Megali Idea project – the occupation of the city of Izmir (in 

Greek Smyrna). Understanding the necessity of the moment, Turks were able to live 

on with the foreign troops administrating their capital as well as with the power 

redistribution in the Middle East. However, the situation went too far with Greek 

soldiers in Central Anatolian soil. The public revolt was not long to wait. A veteran of 

the battle of the Gallipoli strains, Mustafa Kemal, joint the insurgency, became its 

leader and successfully fought the War of Independence (1919-1923) which resulted 

in Greek’s defeat, substitution of the Treaty of Sèvres15 with the Lausanne Treaty and 

the establishment of the modern and independent republic of Turkey on 29 October 

1923 (Wanner 2009: 153-248). In the next decade, Mustafa Kemal, now called 

Atatürk (Father Turk), decided to implement one of the most ambitious social 

engineering project in the history. 

3.1 Kemalist Reforms: Laicization of the Religious Society 

For Mustafa Kemal, the defeat of the Ottoman Empire was largely made possible by 

the, allegedly, debilitating influence of religion which circumscribed the 

modernization of the society. Therefore, for Kemal and his compatriots, 

modernization always implicitly meant secularization (Jung 2003: online). Thus, quiet 

                                                      
15 The Treaty of Sèvres which was signed on 10 August 1920 distributed large parts of today’s Turkey 
among the Allied forces and some of the neighboring communities /countries, leaving only a marginal 
part under Turkish control. Thanks to the successful insurgency led by Mustafa Kemal, the conditions 
of the Treaty of Sèvres were never fulfilled which partly explains the later mythologization of Atatürk, 
who actually did save the present Turkey from the ashes of the Great Powers strategic planning. 
Although never effective, the Treaty later evoked the so-called Sèvres syndrome which is still present 
in Turkish politics. Basically, the term refers to the widely popular opinion that there is a clandestine 
ever existing conspiracy of the foreign powers aiming to harm the interests of Turkish state. (Jung 
2003: online) The popularity of the Sèvres syndrome and the possibility to abuse this sentiment for 
the political purposes (which is normal part of Turkish politics) is largely possible due to the kind of 
conspiratorial culture which is an indispensable element of Turkish society (author’s note). 

https://www.google.cz/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0ahUKEwifn4j1prPQAhWEFSwKHdhYCPEQFggaMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fen.wiktionary.org%2Fwiki%2Fb%25C3%25AAte_noire&usg=AFQjCNEbn5KPf03yqPLsYVMAgyEeAc8D2w&bvm=bv.139250283,d.bGg
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straightforwardly, Kemal sought to depart the developing Turkish nation from its 

Islamic past and, more generally, from the Arabic (and predominantly Islamic) world. 

In doing so, Kemal did not hesitate to elaborate a nationalistic narrative explaining 

the relationship between a proper Turk and Islam. In his own words: “Even before 

accepting the religion of Arabs, the Turks were a great nation. After accepting the 

religion of the Arabs, this religion, didn’t effect to combine the Arabs, the Persians and 

the Egyptians with the Turks to constitute a nation. This religion, rather loosened the 

national nexus of the Turkish nation…” (Mustafa Kemal in Alkhateeb 2013: online). Of 

course, this was highly artificial explanation. For vast majority of the population, Islam 

was the main reference point of their lives and the idea of the Turkic past was only 

marginally popular. Nevertheless, the aim of the Kemalists was crystal clear – to re-

invent / establish the Turkishness and to forget the collective memory of the Islamic 

past (Mardin 1971: 208-209). They were only partly successful. 

The Kemalists consisted mostly of the urban elites and the military officers who often 

shared similar education and therefore also a similar worldviews. As a result of the 

successful Independence War, the army earned an undisputable reputation. This was 

later capitalized by the Kemalists as the army became the official guardian of the 

secular regime and republican principles (Heper, Güney 2000: 636). The popular army 

could implement the reforms without being afraid of the violent retaliation of the 

traditionalist. 

Indeed, for Kemalists, there was only limited space for Islam in the new secular 

republic (Jenkins 2008: 90; Mardin 1971: 208-209). Hence, the revolutionary 

abolishment of the five hundred years old Sultanate in 1922 was followed by the even 

more controversial abolishment of the Caliphate in 1924. Shockingly for many, the 

age-old institution, which at least in theory supervised the global Sunni Islam, was 

substituted by the much more particular institution of the state-controlled 

Directorate of Religious Affairs16 (Yavuz 2003: 48). Of course, this has been done in 

                                                      
16 Importantly, there are authors who understand Kemalism and Atatürk’s personal view on Islam in a 
much more moderate way. According to their opinion, the aim was to develop a form of state religion 
which would be in compliance with the requirement of the modernity (Ayata 1996: 41-42). Doubtlessly, 
the relation of the Kemalists to Islam is more complicated, nuanced, often ambiguous and worthy to 

http://lostislamichistory.com/author/Firas88/
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order to destroy the communication line between the new republic and the larger 

Muslim world and, in particular, with the Middle Eastern region. 

Certainly, Islamic and Ottoman symbols were to be destroyed in order to exercise 

domination of new secular values: “The Turkish elite identified the Islamic traditions 

and masses as the “other”, and this internal other-ness of “Islam” was also extended 

to the external other-ness of the Arabs” (Yavuz 1998: 27). The Kemalist clearly decided 

both for the de-Arabization and de-Islamization. As a result, the Middle Eastern 

region had practically disappeared from the TFP horizon (Yavuz 1997: 23). This 

repudiation was in line with the general TFP strategy of that time. Being focused on 

the domestic reforms, the Turkish governing elites deliberately opted for a rather 

isolationist approach which was defined by Atatürk as the Peace at Home, Peace 

Abroad (Hale 2013: 42-43). Importantly, the Peace at Home, Peace Abroad continued 

to be one of the maxims of the TFP in the following decades. 

Clearly, the Kemalist modernizers, as well as their Young Turks predecessors, were 

often in skin-deep contact only with the so-called lower culture of the periphery. 

Therefore, the secular reforms were, same as in the case of Tanzimat, a par excellence 

top-down project which was not followed by manifestation of popular support 

(Mardin 1971: 199-210). Of course, the secular reforms of Kemalist urban elites were 

also extremely wide-ranging. 

Based on the 1924 Constitution, the establishment of Islamic associations and 

political parties was forbidden. Shortly after that, the traditional religious schools 

(madrasa) were closed and replaced by a standardized secular education system. In 

1925 one of the most traditional symbols of the religious affiliation amongst the male 

population, the fez, was banned and, subsequently, the women’s hijab (veil) was 

forbidden in public. Further to the above, the religious Tariqah (orders) of the Sufi 

mystical tradition were closed (Jenkins 2008: 95-100; Yavuz 2003: 48-50). More 

mildly, the Gregorian calendar became the official calendar of the republic in the 

same year. Inspired by the Swiss one, the new Civil Code was accepted one year later, 

                                                      
study in depth. Unfortunately, such an analysis is beyond the scope of this thesis and, most probably, 
also of the discipline. 

https://www.google.cz/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0ahUKEwiVzpahl7_QAhWqLMAKHWTkDqsQFggnMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fslovnik-cizich-slov.abz.cz%2Fweb.php%2Fslovo%2Fpar-excellence-par-exelans&usg=AFQjCNH5jk5h70vEkor6sF33Sac7i07Xhg&sig2=ZpiT81p8b_v9bhKseUfzVA&bvm=bv.139782543,d.d24
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in 1926. Amongst the further secular reforms which took place in the following years, 

the erasing of the phrase that Islam is the religion of the republic (1928), abolishment 

of the Arabic alphabet and its replacement with the Latin one (1928), and 

criminalization of the adhan (traditional call on prayer) in Arabic, and its substitution 

with the Turkish version (1932) are worthy to be mentioned (Alkhateeb 2013: online; 

Lewis 2002: 267-273). Naturally, this Cultural Revolution only deepened the cleavage 

between the center and periphery. 

This time, the modernization prompted serious reactions. After the establishment of 

the Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi (Republican People's Party - RPP) in 1923 which acted as 

an extended arm of the military-bureaucratic elite and Kemal himself, the 

Terakkiperver Cumhuriyet Fırkası (Progressive Republican Party - PRP) briefly 

challenged the single party system before being closed. More seriously, the secular 

reforms had stimulated the insurgency of the periphery (both in cultural and 

geographical terms) led by Kurdish tribal leader, Sheikh Said (Jenkins 2008: 80-100). 

At this stage, all of the peripheral relations were successfully suppressed by the 

Kemalist elites. 

By and large, the secular reforms were prepared, implemented and consciously 

supported by the tiny part of the population. Indeed, the better part of Turks were 

by that time illiterate. Clearly, both Mustafa Kemal and his close compatriots were 

the men of the center. Influenced by the Young Turks and often with Western 

university training, the prominent Kemalist did not represents the majority of the 

citizens of the republic they had created. As Kadioğlu convincingly pointed out, the 

affiliation with the Comtian positivism which understood the secularism not as 

an instrument of keeping the religion in the private sphere, but as a component of 

more developed and progressive organization of the society, caused the rigidity of 

the Kemalist reforms. In their minds, the Kemalists represents the center which was 

always more scientific, objective and educated and thus privileged in relation to the 

religious contemplation of the periphery (Kadioğlu 1998: 3-4). As a result, in the 

secular republic of their invention, the Kemalists always held a privileged position vis-

à-vis the traditional (religious) segment. 

http://slovnik-cizich-slov.abz.cz/web.php/slovo/vis-agrave-vis-vizavi
http://slovnik-cizich-slov.abz.cz/web.php/slovo/vis-agrave-vis-vizavi
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This unbalanced, effective and inherently undemocratic relationship is illustrated by 

the Kemal’s explanation of why he had not informed the public about the intended 

reforms beforehand: “... I did not think it is right, by prematurely introducing these 

questions into the program, to give the ignorant and the reactionary the opportunity 

to poison the whole nation” (Lewis 2002: 260). Indeed, the backwardness of the 

periphery was not invented and often precisely described the daily reality, 

nevertheless, it was this inter-society imbalance which was about to cause a serious 

political troubles in the future. 

One of the notorious cases of the complicated relations between the modern and 

traditional came into the history as the Menemen incident. In short, in 1930 Dervish 

Mehmet, a member of the Sufi religious order, came to the conclusion that he had 

been chosen to be a next Islamic Messiah and, in accordance with his personal belief, 

attempted to launch an Islamic revolution. In the city of Menemen, Dervish Mehmet, 

followed by rather small group of his supporters was stopped by the military officer, 

Mustafa Fehmi Kubilay. Sadly enough, Kubilay was decapitated and his head was put 

on the pole. Quickly after that, the state authorities pacified Mehmet and the handful 

of his followers; nevertheless, the sad event became a central part of the republican 

historiography used even decades later as a warning finger against the 

dangerousness of the periphery17 (Jenkins 2008: 104-105). Of course, there had been 

different forms of opposition against the hegemonic state policies which were much 

less brutal, however, surprisingly effective in the long-term. 

In spite of the repeated, and always short-term, intentions to allow a multi-party 

system, the Kemalists did not feel that the regime is appropriately anchored and the 

society adequately educated to cope with the fragility of party pluralism. To give 

a more pragmatic explanation, the trouble was that every time such an entity was 

established 18 , the periphery understood it as a possibility how to challenge the 

system. Nevertheless, the crucial paradox of the secular reforms was the fact that by 

                                                      
17  After the incident, Mustafa Kemal decided to take a trip across Turkey by train. Visiting the 
countryside, he realized that the secular reforms which were successfully internalized in the center 
did not have the same development in the periphery (Yavuz 2003: 53). 
18 Apart from PRP, Fethi Okyar, the close associate to Mustafa Kemal, established the (Free Republican 
Party – FRP), after he was practically asked to do so by Kemal himself. The party was closed down 
three months later (Ibid). 
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eliminating the religion from the public sphere, Kemalists, in the long-term, 

strengthened it, turning Islam into a symbol of dissent. However, until the period 

after 1945 when the multi-party system was finally allowed, the religious periphery, 

to a large extent, followed the strategy of the charismatic spiritual leader Said Nursi19, 

a proponent of an inward-looking mysticism with emphasis on the inner cultivation 

of self (Yavuz 2003: 55-57). The other decades, however have clearly shown that the 

periphery could not be satisfied with the self-introspection only, as it rather sought 

the proper political representation of its values. 

This chapter showed both the extent and the radicalism of the secular Kemalist 

reforms implemented in the first decade of the secular republic in 1920s. It has been 

argued that the anti-religious and rather hard-core positivist character of the reforms 

further alienated the modern and traditional segments of the society. This time also 

triggering an armed opposition against the policies of the center. In distinction with 

the Tanzimat reforms, the reforms were understood by the Kemalist as the de-

Islamization of the society. Additionally, since the 1923, the power has been 

exclusively in the hands of the secularist elites, leaving the peripheral masses literally 

without representation. 

Contrary to the vigorous development at the domestic level and because of the 

necessity of being focused on the implementation of their reforms, the Kemalist were 

not much interested in the foreign policy issues. As a result of the combination of the 

process of de-Islamization and the semi-isolationist foreign policy doctrine Peace at 

Home, Peace Abroad, the secular elites order a collective forgetting of the both the 

Islamic and Arabic past of the Ottoman Empire. As we shall see in the following 

                                                      
19 Said Nursi was a mystic and a Sufi spiritual leader of Kurdish origin, who’s most famous work are his 
collected letters called Risale-I Nur (Epistles of Light). Being respected both by traditionalists as well 
as some of the modernizers, Nursi was initially invited to participate in the building of the secular 
republic. After his refusal, he joined the dissent and was jailed many times becoming the symbol of 
peaceful peripheral protest against the Kemalist regime. In the 1950s Nursi was politically revitalized 
by the Prime Minister, Adnan Menderes (see chapter 4.1). After his death, Nursi’s relics were stolen 
by a group of ultranationalists led by the far right pan-Turkic politician Alparslan Türkeş. In short, 
Nursi’s ideology was focused on the self-development and contains many idiosyncratic terms like 
personal jihad or jihad al-Akbar which, in his argumentation, are metaphors for the individual struggle 
with each personality’s flaws. Interestingly, Nursi called for the synthesis of Islam and modern science. 
Most importantly, Nursi had also influenced the establishment of the so-called Nurc and Neo-Nurc 
movements. Until recently, the Hizmet movement led by Fethullah Güllen was the most influential and 
publicly known (Yavuz 2004: 219-225; Yavuz 2000: 29-32; see also Nursi 2007). 

https://tr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alparslan_T%C3%BCrke%C5%9F
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chapter, it was the combination of Islamic and Middle Eastern symbols which became 

the reference points of the traditional opposition against the cultural hegemony of 

the Kemalists. 
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4 The Rise of the Others 

Turkey survived the Second World War untouched, being able to preserve its 

neutrality. Also thanks to the diplomatic abilities of Ismet Inönu20  who replaced 

Mustafa Kemal after his death in 1938 in the presidential function, the Turks avoided 

the repetition of the post First World War catastrophe (Hale 2013: 56-76; Sunar 1990: 

748). For quite a while it seemed that nothing had changed for the Kemalists who had 

been holding the reins of power unilaterally since 1923. 

4.1 Emergency of the Multi-Party System in Turkey and the End of the 

First Republic 

In the post-war growingly bipolar world Turkey continued in her efforts to be 

recognized as a Western country. Indeed, the Stalinist regime had revitalized the old 

specter of the Eastern danger, heavily rooted in the Turkish culture, which helped to 

strengthen relevancy of the ongoing westernization. Most scholars agreed that it was 

due to the concerns of the Western countries that Inönu finally decided to make the 

party system less exclusive in order to confirm the democratic character of the 

secular republic (Hale 2013: 79). In the decades to come, this decision caused the 

most important change in the Turkish political system since the 1923. 

Due to the economic strains of the war, the state put additional pressure on the petty 

bourgeoisie as well as the agricultural rural masses. In this way, the war made the 

division between modern and traditional no better (Ayta 1996: 42). The newly 

established Demokrat Parti (Democratic Party – DP) adroitly used the opportunity 

space, deliberately seeking the support of the periphery in combining the traditional 

                                                      
20 Ismet Pasha acquired his surname after the battle of Inönu (War of Independece) when the Turkish 
troops under his command surprisingly outmatched the Greek forces. From 1923 Inönu served as the 
Prime Minister several times. Being respected for his work diligence and distinguished intellect, Inönu 
had been very close to Atatürk and he was, due to the Kemal’s gradual inability to govern which was 
caused by the interlinked issues of ill health and growing interest in worldly pleasures, often 
considered a grey eminence behind the scenes, sometimes also called the Devlet Pasha (man of the 
state) (for more information on Inönu, see Heper 1998). 
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symbols with the economic flexibility21 . Indeed, the DP program fostered liberal 

economy, instead of the RPP etatism. 

Skillfully manipulating the election rules, Inönu and RPP managed to outclass DP in 

the general elections of 1946 and formed the government. Nevertheless, the first 

free elections of 1950 brought a landslide victory to DP. With 52.7 % of the votes, the 

DP effectively ended the 27 years of uncontested governance of RPP which received 

only 39.6 % (Sunar 1990: 747). Although the founders of the DP were former 

prominent Kemalists and RPP members, they differed significantly in two crucial 

areas. Firstly, and contrary to the military officers and bureaucrats, they were 

genuinely interested in economics and, secondly, they deliberately represented the 

periphery, using the traditional and religious symbols in older to approach the 

electorate (Simpson 1965: 142-145; Sunar 1990: 746-750). As Yavuz clearly puts it: 

“The DP victory represented a victory of the periphery over the center, since the 

common denominator of the DP supporters was their opposition to the center of 

officialdom” (Yavuz 2003: 60-61). Although periphery oriented, the leaders of the DP 

were firstly careful enough not mention any anti-secular ideas in their political 

program. Moreover, they maintained good relations with the USA.22 

Nevertheless, after forming the government, the Prime Minister, Adnan Menderes, 

made it clear that the first act of his cabinet would be the abolishment of the Turkish 

adhan and its replacement with the original Arabic version. More reforms followed. 

Suddenly, the radio could broadcast programs with religious thematic. Consequently, 

the DP launched a project of mosque development. In the following decade, 15,000 

new mosques were built in Turkey. Generally, there had been an unprecedented 

upsurge in the number of religious organizations and foundations. Extraordinarily, 

the former enemy of the state, Said Nursi, was pardoned by the new establishment 

and officially received by the Prime Minister. Later on, the former apolitical spiritual 

leader became an unspoken supporter of the DP, urging his followers not to forget to 

                                                      
21According to some estimates, at the end of the Second World War, 14 out of the 19 million of 
inhabitants lived in the countryside, barely noticing politics and definitely not being the natural 
supporters of the Kemalist project (Mango 2004: 41). 
22 It was through Menderes’ push that the Turkish military forces got involved in the Korean War, 
an event which officially resulted into Turkey becoming a member of NATO in 1952 (Tank 2006: 466). 
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cast their voice in the ballot box (Jenkins 2008: 117-119). All in all, the DP quickly and 

effectively established itself on the political scene and, regardless of its program, 

cautiously opposed some of the secular Kemalist reforms. 

In the elections of 1954 the DP increased its lead with 58% of received votes, leaving 

the RPP behind with 35.1% of the electoral support. As the DP successfully 

maintained the connection with the religious electorate, which numerically 

outmatched the urban secularist, RPP started pointing out the DP’s anti-secular and 

religious bias23. In fact, the DP had actually intensified Islamic symbolism and rhetoric 

which culminated during the campaign preceding the last election victory of DP in 

1957. Influenced by the decreasing level of the economy, this time DP received only 

48.6 % becoming growingly insecure about a potential counterattack of the secular 

center (Jenkins 2008: 122-123; Yavuz 2003: 60-61). Regardless of seven years in 

political opposition, the Kemalists were still strong and could rely on military and 

bureaucratic support. 

Indeed, the urban secularists watched the DP policies with growing discontent, being 

alarmed both by the economic downturn and what was perceived as DP’s anti-secular 

measures. The original silent approval of the religious upsurge, as a result of the Cold 

War security mindset that the prospective Islamism is less dangerous for the state 

than the left wing activism, started to vanish (Yavuz 2003: 62). According to many 

observers, there was a growing feeling that the cup runneth over. 

Simultaneously, the coalition of the new middle class 24  progressivists had been 

gathering around the urban circles criticizing the policies of the DP (Daldal 2004: 75-

77). A specter of coup d’etat started to walk around and followed the paradox of 

1950s: “The military trusted the RPP, the party of the center, which people have 

                                                      
23 The most significant and also the saddest event occurred in September 1955 and came into history 
as the Istanbul pogrom. Following the (most probably consciously orchestrated) rupture between 
Turkey and Greece over the Cyprus issue, the press linked with the DP supported the mob riots and 
violence targeted against non-Muslim population of the Istanbul cosmopolitan neighborhood of 
Beyoğlu. As a result, more than 30 people died, 300 of them were injured and more than 400 women 
were raped (Erdemir 2015: online). 
24According to Manfred Halpern, in regions without modern developed economy, the specific middle 
class (army officers, intelligentsia, and managers) evolved as a partner of the state and bureaucracy 
as for them the linkage to the state was of greater importance than the values like property ownership 
etc. (Halpern in Daldal 2004: 80). 
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usually not been inclined to trust or support at the polls, while the people tended to 

trust the parties of the periphery…which in turn have been viewed with a great 

suspicion by the center, the RPP, other agents, and parties of the center, and military. 

However, in the meantime, the periphery showed remarkable confidence in the 

military” (Kalaycıoğlu 2005: 90). However, regardless the support of the periphery, 

the criticism of the DP grew stronger. 

Feeling threatened, the DP had resorted to undemocratic means in the hope of 

silencing the opposition. Students and academics raised to protest, the media 

covered the events with increased criticism of the government, and the ageing Inönu 

delivered a dramatic25 speech in the Parliament, warning Menderes that he stands 

short of the abyss (Mango 2004: 53). He was right. 

The army intervened on 27 May 1960, arresting Menderes as well as other high-

ranking DP members including the president Celal Bayar. Regardless of various 

motivations, all of the men behind the coup considered themselves Kemalists. After 

eleven months of investigation, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Fatin Zorlu, the 

Minister of Finance, Hasan Polatkan, and the Prime Minister, Adnan Menderes, were 

hanged (Mango 2004: 53). The first externalization of the periphery in the party 

politics ended and so did the First republic. 

4.2 Material Kick in: The Economic Turmoil 

Doubtlessly, the identity variable played its role in the culmination of the 1950s and 

a great amount of the oppositional criticism targeted against Menderes and the DP 

went along secular / religious lines. Nevertheless, it would not be wise to overlook 

the material forces since Turkey had faced a deep economic crisis in the years 

preceding the coup and the military officers were partly motivated by the payments 

overdue and insufficient salaries (Daldal 2004: 75-78). This situation was caused by 

the reckless application of the liberal economy. 

                                                      
25 More specifically, the highly respected War of Independence veteran is reported to have said: “If 
you go on like this, even I shall not be able to save you” (Kenar 2015: online). 
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The Cold War reality brought Turkey closer to the West and especially to the USA. 

Using their financial aid, Menderes, who was not an economic expert, launched 

a grand development project based on rapid industrialization and deficit budgets. 

What worked until 1955 did not work after and Turkey has been smashed by a drastic 

inflation (Simpson 1965: 143-147). With the DP not being able to find a way to 

ameliorate the situation, the economic crisis had definitely heightened the 

opposition voices. 

Table No. 1: Excess of Demand in the Turkish Economy 

Year GDP Exces Demand 
% Excess Demand / 

GDP 

1952 14,320 994 7 

1953 16,821 916 6 

1954 17,115 1,825 11 

1955 21,059 2, 627 14 

1956 24,334 1, 843 8 

1957 31,479 5, 951 23 

Source: (Okyar in Simpson 2008: 146) 

4.3 Second Republic: The Clash Continues 

There are many explanations of what was behind the May 27 coup. Many authors 

have concluded that the economical variable prevailed. Indeed, the DP’s adoption of 

national economic strategy á la Latin America, that spending is good until we can say 

it stimulates the development, played its role. Nevertheless, being focused solely on 

the criticism of the flaws of the liberal-economy-like-to-be policies, these authors 

forget to pay attention to the variable of modernization which, in Turkish case, 

inherently implies a question of identity. 

For secularists, the DP’s governance was a period of regressivism. As Asli Daldal, who 

understands the coup d’etat as Jacobinist–Kemalist intervention of Neokemalist elites, 

puts it, Turkey was (through May 27 coup): …”catching up with the West through the 

leadership of a progressive urban coalition” (Daldal 2004: 75). Indeed, other authors 

offer also intellectually more parsimonious explanation. 

http://www.slovnik-synonym.cz/web.php/slovo/a-la
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In his Political Order in Changing Societies, Samuel Huntington explains the coup in 

the classic way as an intervention against the potential hegemony of traditional and 

conservative rural masses (Huntington 1997: 83). Nevertheless, both of the 

aforementioned explanations confirmed the relevance of the division between the 

modern and traditional camps. 

Significantly, the constitution of 1961 hallmarked a socialistic-planning turn in Turkish 

politics, with RPP, without leaving Kemalism26, drifting to the left of the political 

spectrum towards what some authors latter called the enlightened Kemalism (Daldal 

2004: 80-84). However, the crucial aim of the coup d’état’s masterminds was also to 

prevent DP politicians from returning to power. 

Although being more democratic, the 1961 Constitution did not change the ban on 

Islamic associations or parties. Quiet on the contrary, it established the Constitutional 

court in charge of their closing. Moreover, the Constitution created a Milli Güvenlik 

Kurulu (National Security Council – NSC) composed of the Prime Minister, the key 

Ministers, the Chief of Staff and the key generals (land force, naval force, air force) 

with the authority to notify the Council of Ministers (Kalaycıoğlu 2005: 94). Both of 

the institutions jointly became strongholds of secularism which means that the 1961 

Constitution strengthened the power of the center after one decade of political 

dominance of the periphery. 

One of the symbols of the fact that the political power has returned to the Kemalist 

secular center was the closure of the DP and the ban for its members to actively 

participate in politics. Nevertheless, the periphery found quickly the alternative. 

Growing up in the modest means, the secular urban elites mockingly called Süleyman 

Demirel Sully the Shepherd (Mango 2004: 64). Nevertheless it was this true son of the 

periphery who successfully accommodated almost all of the DP electorate under the 

more or less clearly successive entity, the Adalet Parti (Justice Party – JP) (Kalaycıoğlu 

2005: 96-101). With JP winning the 1965 elections, the periphery penetrated the 

politics again. 

                                                      
26 The Altı ok (six arrows) are the symbol of the RPP party and simultaneously the guiding principles of 
the Kemalism: republicanism, populism, nationalism, secularism, etatism, and revolutionism (Alaranta 
2014: 90). 
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However, the system itself was in shape. From the analysis of elections from 1965 to 

1977 undertaken by Erdüger and Hofferbert it comes crystal clear that the JP 

approximated the establishment, with Demirel being increasingly perceived as 

an agent of the center (in a sense that he is in compliance with Kemalist regime). 

Therefore, the periphery (now often semi-urbanized in the shanty-towns of big cities) 

decided to find a new subject for the representation. In a nutshell, this is how the 

political Islam in Turkey was born (Erdüger, Hofferbert 1986: 91-92). Indeed, the 

1960s in Turkey was an era which was more than suitable to accommodate more 

radical worldviews. 

As a result of the relatively liberal Constitution as well as the intellectual fermentation 

of the 1960s in the West, new ideas had penetrated Turkish discourse. Marxism 

mingled with nationalism and both flourished. More radical leftists and unionists 

entered politics with the Kurds as well the Alevite minority finding out that they found 

some of their ideas appealing. On the other hand, the right-wing youngsters, led by 

Alparslan Türkeş, a convicted racist and former military officer, organized themselves 

under the label of Ülkücüler (Idealists) but became rather known as Grey Wolfs. 

Hitler’s Mein Kampf was available in large numbers27 (Kalaycıoğlu 2005: 101-103). 

Most importantly for the purposes of this thesis, with a bit of a delay in comparison 

with other types of extremism, the political Islam entered the Turkish politics. 

Since 1950 the votes of the religious periphery were channeled and accommodated 

through the DP. With Menderes hanged and DP party gone the electorate switched 

to Demirel’s JP. Given their pro-free trade approach, both the DP and the JP were at 

the same time socially conservative and economically liberal. Regardless, the struggle 

with the RPP and pro-periphery cultural policies, both parties never directly 

questioned Atatürk’s heritage and the basic secular order. In 1970, prompted by JP’s 

drift to the center and supported by the Naksibendi Orders28, Necmettin Erbakan, a 

                                                      
27 The author’s discussion with a bookshop owner in Beyoğlu. 
28 Turkish Islam is largely based on the Sufi tradition which is often understood as mystical. Apart from 
the rather alternative Nurc and Neo-nurc modern communities established as a result of the Said Nursi 
thought, there are four conservative Sufi religious orders. One of them is the Naksibendi Order. 
Mehmet Zahit Kotku, a Naksibendi spiritual leader, played a critical role in the formation of the NOP 
(Yavuz 1997: 66). 

https://tr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alparslan_T%C3%BCrke%C5%9F
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Turkish engineer, established the Milli Nizam Partisi29 (National Order Party – NOP). 

Openly anti-Semitic, a fan of variety of conspiracy theories, and overtly supporter of 

the Şeriat (Sharia) law application, Erbakan caught too many eyes and the NOP was 

swiftly banned by the Constitutional Court (Jenkins 2008: 131-132). However, 

Necmettin Erbakan was not about to leave the Turkish politics. 

4.4 Left versus Right: First Cause of the End of the Second Republic  

The spirit of 1968 did not miss Turkey. On the contrary, the 1960s tension between 

the left and right-wing groups got out of control, sparking violence in the streets. 

Moreover, the social crisis, again coincided with an economical one as Turkey was 

facing serious trouble with insufficient export. Although this was nowhere near the 

inflation crisis of the 1950s there was obvious nervousness. On top of all that Demirel 

was hit by intra-party troubles and leadership crisis, not being able to form a 

government. The army stepped in on 12 March 1971, undertaking the second 

intervention in Turkish politics (Kalaycıoğlu 2005: 104-107). Consequently, the 

Constitution was amended, giving more power to the NSC and thus into hands of the 

center. 

From 1971 to 1973 the Martial law was in effect in order to stabilize the society. 

Without much mercy, the army crushed the students’ revolt as well as the radical 

groups. Again, due to the Cold-War reality, the leftists were persecuted with 

particular vigor. Same as in the 1950s, this anti-communist mindset had helped the 

Islamists who were considered a minor threat. (Jenkins 2008: 131-133) Although the 

situation calmed down under the Martial law, the Turkish politics continued to be 

stay in a deep crisis. 

Encountering the brain teaser of the coalition politics for the first time, between 1973 

and 1979 numerous coalitions of bizarre configurations were created, revolutionizing 

the way in which the people in Turkey understood the party system. The RPP set off 

to meet the periphery, while the JP was approximating the center, but the true 

periphery had already chosen different favorites (Kalaycıoğlu 2005: 117). 

                                                      
29 NOP itself was rooted in the larger social Islamic movement established in 1969, called Millî Görüş 
(National Outlook Movement) (Yavuz 2000: 33-34). 
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Nevertheless, from 1975 onwards, all of this was overshadowed by the resurrection 

of domestic violence. 

Aiming to establish the order, the establishment once again chose to side rather with 

the right-wing extremists. This was a dubious choice. In 1977 thirty-four people were 

shot dead at Taksim, the main square of Istanbul, by the right-wing riff raff. All in all, 

approximately 5000 people died in the Turkish streets between 1975 and 1980 which 

explains why Hale describes this period as near anarchy (Hale 2013: 139; Mango 

2004: 76-80). With the economy deteriorating again the army left the barracks on 12 

September 1980 for the third time. Regardless of the bloodshed on the streets, one 

of the official reasons for their action was Necmettin Erbakan and his way of the 

political Islam. 

4.5 Political Islam: Second Cause of the End of the Second Republic 

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s a part of the periphery geographically moved to the 

center causing rapid urbanization which led to the establishment of new 

communities living in the shanty towns at the edges of the metropolis. As there had 

not been many personal interactions between the periphery and urban segments 

before, the traditionalists, now facing the modern lifestyle, culture and values of the 

westernized strata on the daily basis, were shaken. Given the extremely bad 

economic conditions of these newcomers to the city life, many found answer to their 

turmoil in strengthening their religious identity. Necmettin Erbakan who became  

a pious Muslim during his studies at the Technical University in Istanbul, provided this 

ideational periphery, which now lived in the geographical center, with an ideological 

basis. Much more radical than the established parties, Erbakan openly denounced 

the western orientation of Turkey, the West as such, and naturally the whole Kemalist 

project (Jenkins 2008: 130-132; Kalaycıoğlu 2005: 110-117). Exactly this fact 

distinguished Erbakan from the former critics of the center and the secular 

establishment. 

After the abolishment of the NOP, Erbakan established the Milli Selamet Partisi 

(National Salvation Party – NSP) in 1972. Capitalizing on the common perception of 

threats that leftists are more dangerous than rightists and religious extremists; this 
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time he was left intact by the military-bureaucratic elite. Therefore, based on the 

campaign which relied heavily on the Islamic and Ottoman symbols, Erbakan’s NSP 

gained 11.8 % of votes in the general elections after the end of the Martial Law in 

1973. Interestingly, most of NSP’s voters came from the religious and conservative 

regions bordering with Syria and Iraq (Erdüger, Hofferbert 1986: 92; Mango 2004: 71-

75). Clearly, this fact confirms that the NSP appealed mostly to the traditional 

electorate of the periphery. 

Subsequently, under extraordinary circumstances and for the sake of short-term 

strategic advantages, the RPP now led by Bülent Ecevit, a young idealist with socialist 

leaning, formed an unimaginable coalition with Erbakan’s NSP. Thus, for the first time 

in the republican history the political Islam reached positions in the Government. 

After a brief and uneasy period, the coalition collapsed30 but Erbakan, showing a 

horse trading skill, maneuvered his party into Demirel’s large National Front in 1974 

(Kalaycıoğlu 2005: 107-114). Since then the openly Islamic NSP was a regular member 

of the Governmental coalitions until 1978. 

Interestingly enough, Erbakan’s NSP, even managed to control the Ministry of Interior 

for a short time. Likely, this fact protected him and his party compatriots from 

potential police investigation of the NSP’s anti-secular activities. Throughout the 

1970s, the Islamic NSP grew on large an importance, establishing a vivid network of 

institutions both in Turkey and abroad. Being aware of his growing political strength, 

Erbakan lost the political scruples during the election campaign while addressing his 

electorate on 6 September of 1980 in traditional stronghold of Konya: “We should 

take as our guide the industry, determination and love of jihad that resulted in the 

conquest of Istanbul. May you the new army of Sultan Fatih Mehmet, be victorious 

and your holly struggle be blessed. Be prepared we shall sharpen our swords” 

(Erbakan in Jenkins 2008: 138). Most likely, had in not been for the traditional identity 

of Erbakan and his followers, he would have hardly used such a strong vocabulary 

and  religious-based referential symbols. 

                                                      
30 In the terminology of Political science, while NSP clearly constituted an anti-systemic party, the party 
system itself had drifted, thanks to the NSP presence, into what Giovanni Sartori famously called 
polarized pluralism (See Sartori: 2011). 
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According to Yavuz, regardless of the left-right skirmishes on the streets, it was this 

speech of Necmettin Erbakan which marked a tipping point for the General Staff 

when deciding about launching the third coup d’Etat in the history of the secular 

republic. Indeed, the soldiers leave the barracks only one week later (Yavuz 2003: 68). 

Whether the gathering in Konya constituted a condicio sine qua non remains an open 

question as the army took rather generous approach, deciding to close all of the 

Turkish politics at once. 

4.6 Material Kick In: The Economic Crisis 

Similarly as in early 1970s the economy of late 1970s was in trouble due to insufficient 

export. Regardless the efforts to boost the foreign trade, the traditionally import 

oriented economy of Turkey was not swift enough to react. Moreover, Turkey as an 

oil dependent country was heavily influenced by the rise in crude oil prices in the 

1970s. This bad condition of the economy was used by military leadership as an 

additional argument for stepping in. 

Table No. 2: Turkish Foreign Trade (1945–1980) 

Source: (Kalaycıoğlu 2005: 115) 

 

 

Year Imports / $Million Exports / $Million Balance / $Million 
Exp. Share / 

GDP 

1945 97 168 71 4% 

1950 286 263 -23 7.6% 

1955 498 313 -185 4.6% 

1960 468 321 -147 3.7% 

1965 572 464 -108 5.4% 

1970 886 588 -360 3. 2% 

1975 4.739 1.401 -3.338 3.0% 

1980 7.909 2.910 -4.999 4.1% 
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4.7 Third Republic: The Turkish-Islamic Synthesis 

On 12th September 1980 the army took over the helm of power and held it until the 

first free elections in the 1983. In this period, more than 600,000 people got arrested 

and more than 700 ex-politicians were banned from politics for ten years. While 

Demirel was detained, Ecevit was suited for giving interview to the foreign press. 

Türkeş and Erbakan faced trials. Overall, no party politics was exercised until 1983 

and the former enfant terribles of the Turkish politics were not allowed to participate 

in the political life until 1987 when people decided in a public referendum to allow 

them so (Feroz 1984: 3-7). For the Turkish military, the end justified the means. 

Most importantly, however, the Kemalists within the army and bureaucratic 

apparatus, united against the largely overrated leftist threat, making the 

revolutionary decision to come to terms with moderate Islam. Searching for 

a stability, the military officers aimed to unify the fragmented Turkish right along the 

lines of the moderate and paternalistic religiosity, providing thus a platform for 

alliance between nationalism and Islam. Underneath, the idea was to accommodate 

the radical views, so problematic in the 1970s, under an overarching umbrella of the 

consciously invented Turkish-Islamic synthesis. This very idea had been developed 

amongst the epistemological community of conservative academics who basically 

wrote the conservative Constitution of 1982 (Kurt 2010: 111-116). Under their 

ideological leadership, the Turkish-Islamic synthesis became an official doctrine of the 

1980s praetorian regime. 

Since the 1960s the right-wing conservative intellectuals had been concerned with 

the dissemination of the leftist worldviews in Turkey and threatened by the potential 

fragmentation of the Turkish right. As a result, they established an organization called 

Aydınlar Ocağı (Intellectuals’ Hearth-IH) in order to back up the conservative 

discourse. Hostile to socialism and communism, the IH members were also suspicious 

towards Erbakan’s radical Islamism, perceiving it as a potential cause for further 

fragmentation of the right. Rather than pan-Islamism, they IH members preferred 

Türkeş’s pan-Turkism mixed with Turkified Islam. In order to save the hard-core 

secularist Atatürk for the masses, the IH intellectuals decided to rethink Kemalism, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Enfant_terrible
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adding to it a religious part á la Islam-for-everyone. This idiosyncratic and artificial 

mixture was called Atatürkçülük (Atatürkism) (Kurt 2010: 111-120). For IH, the critical 

quest was to find a balance between the three factors which were said to create the 

identity of Turk: these were the West, nationalism and Islam31. 

While Atatürk originally recognized the first two and ordered a collective amnesia for 

the third, the IH sought to cumulate them so as to unify the right, paralyze the left 

and provide the masses with the state-centric32 paternalistic framework which would, 

finally, include the religious part so important for the majority of the electorate. Yet, 

grey is all the theory, but green is the tree of life. 

Clearly, in 1980s the secular military leadership came to the conclusion that, despite 

the efforts of the Kemalists: “Islamic consciousness remained the major shared 

identity amongst the masses…” (Yavuz 1997: 65). Therefore, the generals aimed to 

depoliticize the society and organize it along the conservative motto of the Turkish-

Islamic synthesis33: Family – Mosque – Army. In doing so, they abolished the party 

politics until 1983 and then preserved their own right to evaluate which of the parties 

could participate in the political struggle (Feroz 1984: 3-9; Yavuz 1997: 68). 

Surprisingly enough, the party which won the elections in 1983 was not the one 

carefully nurtured by the military circles. 

Led by a former state officer, disciple of Demirel’s JP, and Thatcherian liberal Turgut 

Özal, the general elections were won by his Anavatan Partisi (Motherland Party-MP) 

Özal. Given the fact that no traditional party could participate in the 1983 elections, 

Özal successfully accommodated the votes of the right wing traditional electorate 

                                                      
31 The proto-author of this concept was a poet, intellectual, writer and Turkish nationalist Ziya Gökalp. 
According to his theory there should be coexistence between nationalism, westernism, Islamism and 
modernism. Same as e. g. Said Nursi, also Gökalp called for the synthesis between science and religion 
(Tank 2006: 465). 
32 The 12 September regime strengthened the Directorate of Religious Affairs (DRA) in order to ensure 
the state control of Islam, execute the salaries for the imams, and to maintain the mosques which in 
Turkey are the property of the state. In 1998 the budget of DRA was higher than the combined budget 
of five other ministries (Yavuz 2000: 29). 
33 It should be pointed out that the Turkish-Islamic synthesis developed by the IH and applied as a state 
ideology in the 1980s should not be confused with the Turkish Islam as such. According to e.g. Yavuz, 
the characteristic of Turkish Islam is that it is a mixture of pre-Islamic shamanism, Sufi mystical 
tradition, Ottoman ulema reasoning, modernity accommodation and its overall character of being a 
frontier kind of religious tradition (Yavuz 2004: 218-222). 



60 

and even reached out to voters with socialistic leanings. Until 1987 this gave him an 

opportunity to perform crucial economic changes overlapping also to the field of 

foreign policy. As a staunch liberal-economist, Özal fostered export oriented 

economic policies and global as well as regional economic interdependence 

(Kalaycıoğlu 2002: 42-52). As a result of Özal’s era, Turkey penetrated global markets 

and became more involved in the international politics. 

Supported by the religious electorate and being a devout Muslim himself, Özal was 

dissatisfied with the cautious foreign policy which has been created both by the Cold 

War systemic imperative and the traditional Kemalist isolationism. Quite on the 

contrary, Özal promoted regional activism as well as intensive involvement in, by that 

time still rather neglected, Middle East (Malik 2016: 151-151). Surprisingly enough, it 

has thus been the former civilian bureaucrat Özal who laid the foundations of the 

neo-Ottomanists discourse in the foreign policy (for Neo-Ottomanism see chapter 

6.2). Nevertheless, it was only after the breakup of the SU and the strengthening of 

the Islamist throughout the first half of the 1990s when the TFP towards the Middle 

East changed. 

Neither the army nor the IH intellectuals were fans of political Islam, let alone the 

radical Erbakan. Thus the Copernican turn of approximating the religion by secular 

elites under the framework of the Turkish-Islamic synthesis should not be 

misunderstood. Certainly, the military officers remained convinced Kemalists (Kurt 

2010: 111-120). Rather than to Islamize, they sought to control the society and 

religion through the Directorate of the Religious Affairs and through the paternalistic 

religious-like discourse. 

Nevertheless, the political Islam founds the way back to the political scene. While the 

NOP was abolished by the Constitutional Court in 1971, the NSP was banned after 

the 1980 coup. Although Erbakan could not participate in politics, his disciples 

founded the Refah Partisi (Welfare Party-WP) in 1983 with a slightly more moderate 

program and a clear strategy to accommodate the votes of the religious periphery. 

Immediately, they party was forbidden to participate in the general elections of 1983. 

The change came with the public referendum of 1987 which effectively returned 

Erbakan to the scene (Caglar 2012: 23-24; Yavuz 1997: 71). As we shall see, this has 
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been crucial for the resurrection of the domestic identity struggle which  

re-occurred with remarkable strength in the 1990s. 

This chapter showed that the emergence of the multiparty system in Turkey further 

intensified the cleavage between center and periphery which, culturally, also 

represented an identity struggle between modern / secular and traditional / religious. 

As the traditional political framework was in shape since 1960s, the periphery had to 

find a new advocates and representatives. 

The near anarchy of late 1960s and 1970s overshadowed the day-to-day politics. 

However, two important trends were observable. Firstly, the heir of the DP electorate, 

the JP party, moved to the center. Secondly, the peripheral / traditional / religious 

votes were increasingly collected by the NOP / NSP of Necmettin Erbakan who 

penetrated the Turkish politics not only with political Islam but also with a strong 

anti-Western and anti-Kemalist rhetoric. 

Promoting the stability, the 1980s praetorian regime provided the periphery with 

an artificial platform of the Turkish-Islamic synthesis. Nevertheless, the banned NSP 

transformed itself into the WP in 1984. In 1987 the public referendum allowed the 

old political leaders to return and the political Islam, now represented by the WP, 

was again led by the Necmettin Erbakan. 

In the period described above, TFP had been largely limited by the imperative of the 

Cold-War bipolarity 34 . Importantly, however, the seed of the so-called  

Neo-Ottomanism, a doctrine so important in the 2000s (see chapter 6.2), were sown 

in the Özal’s period in the 1980s. 

As we shall see, the relative predictability of TFP has changed since the breakup of 

the SU in 1991 as the resurrection of the domestic identity struggle was newly 

accompanied by relative independence in the realm of international politics. The 

analysis of the 1990s with the emphasis on the interconnection between the 

decision-maker’s identity and the execution of the TFP is a matter of the next chapter. 

                                                      
34 Deliberately, due to the specific focus of the analysis as well the limitations of space, this thesis does 
not take into account the key independent actions of the TFP in the Cold War period – namely the 
Cyprus crisis (Author’s note). 
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Table No. 3: The Development of Center-right Periphery Parties in Turkey from 1946 to 1983 

Party Leader Established State Ban Termination Succession 

Democratic Party 

(DP) 

Adnan Menderes 
1946 1961 1961 X 

Justice Party (JP) Süleyman Demirel  1961 1980 1980 DP 

Motherland Party 

(MP) 

Turgut Özal 
1980 

X 
Cont. X 

True Path Party (TPP) 

Tansu Çiller / 

Süleyman Demirel 

 

1983 X 
Cont. / New 

Label 
JP 

Source: (Cizre 2002: 82-84; Kalaycıoğlu 2005: 69-122; Kalaycıoğlu 2002: 41) 

Table No. 4: The Development of Religious-right Periphery Parties in Turkey from 1946 to 1983 

Party / Movements Leader Established State Ban Succession 

National Outlook Movement Erbakan / others 1969 X X 

National Order Party (NOP) Necmettin Erbakan 1970 1971 X 

National Salvation Party (NSP) Necmettin Erbakan 1972 1980 NOP 

Welfare Party (WP) Necmettin Erbakan 1980 X NSP 

Source: (Kalaycıoğlu 2005: 69-122) 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tansu_%C3%87iller
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5 Turkish Foreign Policy towards Central Eurasia in the 1990s 

The bipolar Cold-War system had created tight yet predictable international 

environment. To a certain extent, the Kemalist elites were comfortable with the Cold 

War reality as it made the membership of Turkey in NATO relevant and anchored the 

officially promoted Western orientation of the country. According to the Kemalists, 

the more irrelevant NATO would become, the more unclear would by the Turkish 

position. Therefore, following the 1989: “Turkey was not then a part of the normative 

euphoria which swept through Europe” (Aydin 2004: 2; Robins 2003: 13). Thus the 

gradual fragmentation of the bipolar order was understood as a stability threat which 

could endanger the strategic value of Turkey for the West. The secular western Self 

was in jeopardy. 

5.1 Systemic Challenges for the TFP in the Post-Cold War Era 

The dynamic development of the early 1990s caught the Kemalist elite rather 

paralyzed as it was quite difficult for them to accept the new reality in which the 

foreign policy restraint was no longer useful or effective. Firstly, the secular elites 

opted for cautious observation of the events. Quiet on the contrary, the 

representatives of the periphery were of different opinion. Turgut Özal who became 

President in 1989, supported the same activism in the foreign policy issues as he did 

before in the economic sphere (Larabbe, Lesser 2003: 1-12). Remarkably, the conflict 

between values had encompassed also the area of the foreign policy. 

Of course, the shift from bipolarity to unipolarity had serious impacts on the position 

of Turkey vis-à-vis her neighbors and the surrounding regions. In the northwest, the 

violent dismantling of the former Tito’s regime triggered a migration wave of Muslim 

population to Turkey. Furthermore, the always uneasy relations with Greece, which 

had been in some way stabilized within the Cold War umbrella, were expected to 

deteriorate. In the northeast, Turkey witnessed the highly fragile and consequently 

violent decomposition of the SU which led to the reconfiguration of the Transcaucasia 

(Robins 2003: 11-19). As a result, the region become rather unstable due to the birth 

of new and highly unstable national states and the Russian retaliation in the form of 

the Near Abroad doctrine. 
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Finally, in the Middle East, the end of the superpowers’ great game had generated 

a power vacuum which was quickly abused by Hussein’s Iraq and stimulated another 

migration wave. This time, as the majority of the Iraqi migrants came from Northern 

(Kurdish) part of the country, the Turkish representatives worried about the potential 

strengthening of the PKK in the bordering regions of Southeastern Turkey. (Robins 

2003: Ibid) Additionally, the Turkish relations with the former Soviet protégé, Hafiz 

Assad, in Syria did not witness any improvement at all. 

Due to the unofficial support of the PKK, the never-ending disputation over the 

formerly Syrian of Hattay (Alexandretta), and the lasting cul-de-sac over the Eufrat 

water, the Turkish-Syrian relations were more complicated that in the Cold War times 

(Kanat 2012: 230-234). One can thus see easily why the breakup of the SU and the 

subsequent democratization of the formerly dependent regions did not make much 

impression on the Turkish decision-makers. 

It was this dynamic environment in which they were forced to reformulate the TFP 

goals in order to accommodate the new reality of the external world. Moreover, the 

also had to rearticulate the geopolitical discourses in order to find a proper place for 

Turkey on the map on the post-Cold War new world order. 

5.2 Geopolitics and Discourse: From the Bastion to the Bridge 

In 1991 Turkey become more independent and, simultaneously, also more nervous. 

Since 1952, Turkey had been guarding the southern flank of NATO and its strategic 

importance was expressed in the metaphor of buffer / bastion against the communist 

threat. Obviously, the ratio of this label was to underline Turkish geopolitical 

uniqueness. In the post-Cold War era, the Turkish decision-makers had to reinvent 

the metaphors so as to respond the new realities (Yanık 2009: 532-536). Following 

the tradition of geographic uniqueness, the Turkey quickly moved from the defensive 

bastion to the interconnecting bridge and opening gate. 

Even the hard-core Kemalists understood that too rigid restraint towards everything 

east of the Turkish borders has become obsolete. In the new international system 

Turkey should use her unique geographic position in order to approximate the East 
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to the West and by doing so enhance her relevance for the western countries. 

Although Turgut Özal called for the Middle Eastern orientation, it was still not 

acceptable for many of the secular elites. At the end of the day, the avoidance of the 

Arab world was one of the key components of the old-school Kemalism (Aydin 2004: 

2-5; Yanık 2009: Ibid.). Therefore, there must have been other regions which Turkey 

could bridge or open for the others. Finally, the Turkic republics of Central Asia 

together with Transcaucasian yet Turkic Azerbaijan became the main addressees of 

the bridge discourse in the 1990s. 

The affinity of the Turkish decision-makers towards the states of the Central Asia 

& Azerbaijan was expressed already in 1992. During the official visit of the region, 

Süleyman Demirel, then the Prime Minister again, stated that: “There is a possibility 

of establishing a Union of Turkic States” (Mayall 2005: 63). Similarly, on many 

occasions, Demirel talked about the: “Great Turkish world which extends from the 

Adriatic Sea to the Great Wall of China” (Golan 1992: 102; Winrow 1995: 17). 

Significantly, no such statements were, in the same period, registered regarding the 

Middle East. 

Indeed, it was the Central Asia which become the laboratory of the bridge / gate 

metaphors. For example, by that time the Prime Minister, Tansu Çiller normatively 

linked the bridge discourse with the identitary factor of secularism: 

“… It is not just Turkey is concerned there: there are also millions of Turkic speaking 

people of Central Asia who are looking at two models: ours or Iranians. I see my tasks 

as changing the history because Turkey can become a bridge for peace between the 

two areas. If it does not, the two regions will be divided in confrontation with each 

other. We can be the link. We are democratic, we are secular and our economy is the 

first open, sophisticated economy in the area” (Neumann in Yanık 2009: 537, 

emphasis added). 

Clearly, the new bridge discourse allowed Turkish decision-makers to advocate the 

relevance of their country in the post-Cold War world. According to the above 

mentioned, Turkey could bridge the peace between the West and East and was 

therefore of utmost importance for both sides. Moreover, Çiller, herself a staunch 
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secularist and westernizer, made sure that although Turkey is capable of being 

a bridge, it does not mean, that Turkey possess some eclectic set of identities. In 

Çiller’s worldview, Turkey could serve as a geographical bridge, while form identitary 

point of view, her promoted qualities were obviously western (secularism, 

democracy, free market economy). 

The Central Asian course was confirmed also by Süleyman Demirel, by that time 

already the President of Turkey: 

“After the collapse of the Soviet Union, Turkey, once a castle of defense has turned 

into a bridge. That is, Eurasia, has come to being, (Turkey) has become a bridge 

between Europe and Eurasia. In a sense, it has become a stepping stone, it has not 

lost its strategic importance...” (Demirel in Yanık 2009: 537 emphasis added). 

Same as in the case of Çiller, also Demirel emphasized the geographical rather than 

value-based character of Turkey’s bridging quality (stepping stone). Moreover, it 

comes also crystal clear that the bridge discourse should secure a continuation of the 

Turkish geopolitical relevance as, due to her bridge quality, Turkey did not lose its 

strategic importance. 

Overall, this thesis argues, that the bridge metaphors was developed in response to 

the threat perception of the Turkish decision-makers in the period following the end 

of the Cold War. Additionally, even though the Central Asian states & Azerbaijan are 

predominantly Muslim, the factor of religion did not play a significant role as Turkey 

promoted herself as a secular model. Applying the theory of social constructivism on 

the domestic politics, this secular affiliation could be emphasized also because of the 

fact, the vast majority of the centers of the political powers in Turkey were either in 

the hands of the Kemalists (e. g. NSC and the Chief of Staff) or politicians who overtly 

accepted the secular order (e. g. President Demirel). 

As we shall see, however, the hegemony of the Kemalist had not been unchallenged 

in the 1990s, as the political Islam entered the conflict between the secularist and 

traditionalist probably more vigorously than ever before. 
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5.3 Domestic Politics in 1990s: Resurrection of the Identity Clash 

During the late 1980s as well as at the turn of the decade the party system and the 

political life in general had been still somehow influenced by the depoliticization 

program of the 12 March coup and the Turkish-Islamic synthesis. The center-right 

ANAP dominated the party politics and Özal himself became a president in 1989. 

Nevertheless, the general elections of 1991 changed the political system as the True 

Path Party (TPP) established by the former leader of JP, Süleyman Demirel, gained 

the majority of votes. Following the death of Özal in 1993, Demirel, much closer to 

the secular project after he had experiences the 1980 military takeover, moved to 

the Presidential office, leaving the Prime Minister’s post to the first female in Turkish 

history, the academic economist and staunch secularist Tansu Çiller. Besides 

comments on her relative youth, Çiller was considered a vigorous and sometime 

overambitious politician with well-established connections both to the military and 

the Intelligence (Hale 1999: 27-30). Thus at the beginning of the 1990s the key power 

centers of Turkish politics were managed by the decision-makers which understood 

the secular character as well as the western orientation of the Turkey as undisputable 

maxims. 

Nevertheless, they were not lucky enough to govern the country throughout 

a peaceful period. Since 1991 to 2000, twelve government had been formed in Turkey 

(Mango 2003: 94-97). As we shall see, one of the crucial reasons of this instability was 

the resurrection of the identity conflict between secular and traditional camps. 

As the center-right parties (ANAP, TPP) which used to appeal to the traditional 

electorate got much closer to the military-bureaucratic secular establishment, the 

Islamic identity and the political requirement arising from started to be channeled 

and articulated mainly by Erbakan’s WP. Importantly, although Erbakan remained an 

uncontested leader, new young partisans had been gradually climbing the party’s 

hierarchy (Hale 2013: 142; Yavuz 2003: 240). Amongst the others, Recep Tayyip 

Erdoğan and Abdullah Gül were of particular importance. 

In 1994 WP, which did not reach significant results in the prior elections, finished first 

in the Municipal Elections taking, for the first time in the history, the positions of 

https://cs.wikipedia.org/wiki/Recep_Tayyip_Erdo%C4%9Fan
https://cs.wikipedia.org/wiki/Recep_Tayyip_Erdo%C4%9Fan
https://cs.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abdullah_G%C3%BCl
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Mayors in the secular strongholds of Istanbul and Ankara. However, the surprised 

urban secularists were about to sustain a more critical hit. In the general elections of 

December 1995, the WP once again ended up on the first place reaching 21 % of votes 

and with 158 seats became the strongest party in the Turkish Great National 

Assembly (TGNA) (Yavuz 1997: 72; Yavuz 2003: 240). Interestingly enough, from the 

point of view of the social constructivism, the Turkish media covered the elections 

results from the identitary point of view. 

The newspaper headlines: “The Black Turks versus White Turks”, “The Other Turkey 

Wins the Elections”, “Fatih Wins against the Harbiye35” (Yavuz 1997: 29) proves that 

the old Ottoman division between center and periphery continued to be a critical 

component of the intra-society relations. Nevertheless, this time the Others were not 

channeled by the former prominent Kemalists as it has been the case of the DP in the 

1950s, but by the anti-secular hardliner Necmettin Erbakan who was notoriously 

known for his anti-western discourse. 

Although being a winner, Erbakan could not form a government as no other party 

was willing to become his coalition partner. Therefore, after the pressure from the 

military circles, the center-right secular parties (ANAP, TPP) agreed to build 

a coalition with a special provision of rotating premiership (Bozdağlıoğlu 2003: 130; 

Yavuz 2003: 240). Indeed, it did not work at all. Trying to ouster TPP and Tansu Çiller 

from the upcoming premiership, ANAP leaked the materials with controversial 

information about corruption cases linked to Çiller to the WP. Nonetheless, politics is 

an unpredictable discipline. 

As a result of behind the scenes horse trading, the TPP of hard-core secularist, Tansu 

Çiller, which liked to proclaim herself the last bastion against the Islamic threat 

negotiated a fascinating coalition with the Islamic WP (Yeşilada 1999: 123-124). As a 

consequence, Necmettin Erbakan, the repeatedly prosecuted radical Islamist of the 

1970s, became the Prime Minister of the Turkish secular republic on 26 July 1996 

                                                      
35 The last headline refers to the neighborhoods of Istanbul. While Harbiye is an exclusive district used 
to be inhabited by the urban secular crème de la crème, Fatih, on the other hand, is conservative 
neighborhood populated by the urban newcomers and, recently, also migrants from Middle Eastern 
and African states (Author’s note). 

https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/cr%C3%A8me_de_la_cr%C3%A8me#French
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(Kepel 2002: 342-344). For the first time in the republican history, Turkey has a Prime 

Minister who did not questioned particular features of Kemalism but denounce the 

whole ideology as such. 

Clearly, the secular guardians in the General Staff felt that the 1980s Turkish-Islamic 

syntheses had got out of control and immediately took some preliminary measures. 

As Yavuz argues: “… The Turkish republic for the first time in the history had a prime 

minister whose political philosophy was based on Islam…The Turkish military which 

consider itself the sovereign guardian of the Kemalist covenant of state, refused to 

cooperate with the Government on some matters” (Yavuz 2000: 36). Of course, the 

military-bureaucratic elites disliked Erbakan since 1970s and they did not change 

their minds with him becoming a Prime Minister. 

On the contrary, the mutual relations between secularist and the traditionalist were 

rapidly decreasing. Indeed, the Erbakan’s political style played important part in this 

deterioration. Immediately after coming to office, Erbakan set off to adjust TFP 

towards the Middle East (see Chapter 5.5), a region which was still considered 

problematic amongst secular elites. In response, the military took measures to block 

Erbakan from effective decision-making in the foreign policy issues (see also chapter 

5.5). Although numerically smaller, the predominantly urban secular population 

joined the military-bureaucratic state elites and exercised a civil disobedience 

towards the Prime Minister who clearly lived in completely other cultural and value 

system than they did (Jenkins 2008: 162; Hale 1999: 31). Again the overtly Islamic 

rhetoric of Erbakan and the WP representatives did not make the already strained 

situation any better. 

The crisis culminated on 2 February 1997 in what was later called the Sincan incident. 

Due to the massive migration form the country side Sincan was probably the most 

traditional neighborhood of otherwise secular Capital of Ankara. Since the municipal 

elections of 1994, Sincan was governed by the WP. In reaction to the Strategic 

Alliance between Turkey and Israel (see Chapter 5.5), the WP mayor of Sincan 

organized a demonstration so as to express the support to the Palestinian population 

of Jerusalem. Amongst the visitors were also more radical protesters holding the flags 

of Hamas and Hezbollah. As the protests grew in intensity and scale, the Turkish army 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hezbollah
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stepped in and, arriving on tanks, brought the demonstration to a very quick end 

(Yavuz 1997: 30; Hale 1999:32). Of course, the security forces would probably ended 

up other forms of demonstration as well, nevertheless had in not been for the 

identity variable, the army would have probably not done in the job which is normally 

managed by police. Obviously, the military vigorous intervention was largely symbolic 

and aimed to warn the WP’s political leadership. 

Regardless the military intervention, the Sincan incident prompted a reaction of the 

secular entities. For example the secular Hürriyet magazine published rather 

exaggerated statement: “The Contemporary Life Association (CYDD) and Kemalist 

Thought Association (ADD) announced that the struggle to impose Islamic sharia law 

on Turkey have reached a terrifying dimension, and called on officials to take the 

necessary legal precautions” (Hürriyet Daily News 1997: online). Consequently, the 

academia and the trade unions organized several demonstrations against the alleged 

creeping Islamization of the country. Interestingly enough, the military and the 

Intelligence even approached the former leftist prisoners of the 1980s in order to 

negotiate an alliance against common Islamic enemy (Jenkins 2008: 162-165). In 

response, Erbakan’s Islamic populism further aggravated the societal tensions, taking 

into account, for example, his famous statement about building a mosque on the 

Taksim square.36 

Officially alarmed by the Sincan incident and the following popular unrest, the secular 

military introduced to the NSC a list of required reforms which must be implemented 

in order to stop the creeping Islamization on 28 February 1997. Given the fact that 

this fourth military intervention did not turn into bloodshed, it is usually called a 

                                                      
36 Taksim is the main square in Istanbul. Located in the center of the city, it is situated in the midst of 
the secular neighborhoods and there are / were important symbols of the secular relicts (statues 
depicting the War of Independence, building of the Atatürk’s culture center with a big flag with the 
image of the Mustafa Kemal stocked out of the windows etc.). There used to be a mosque but it was 
destroyed in 1940 on the command of the President, Ismet Inönu. Since then, the center-right parties 
have regularly verbalized that they wanted to “bring the mosque back”. However, in fact, no real 
actions were ever undertaken. Erbakan went more far stating the aim is to “reconquer Taksim” 
referring to the fact that, given the historical heritage, the neighborhood of Beyoğlu is full of Christian 
churches of various congregations but it is in lack of the appropriate number of mosques. In sum, the 
“building of a Mosque on Taksim” became highly politicized and continues to be so (Beki 1997: online). 
For example, the so-called Gezi protests were also partly sparked by Erdoğan’s mosque discourse 
(Author’s note)  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Beyo%C4%9Flu
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Postmodern Coup or a Soft Coup (Aljazeera 2016: online; Daily Sabah 2015: online). 

Most importantly, the military required de-islamization of education and state 

bureaucracy and close economic surveillance of the Islamic movements and 

organizations. Contrary to the former Turkish-Islamic synthesis, the military also 

declared Islamism the first security threat of the state. 

After sustained pressure, the hesitating Erbakan agreed on 5 March and was 

subsequently forced to resign on 18 July 2016 (Jenkins 2008: 163). In this way the 

secular military defended the politics from what was perceived as the Islamist threat 

to the secular character of the regime. The officers also undemocratically returned 

the power to the secular party which represented the center. It was the very last time 

they succeeded in doing so. 

Leaving nothing to chance, the Constitutional Court banned the WP in January 1998 

on the grounds that the party became a focal point of anti-secular activities. 

Moreover, the leadership of the General Staff established a rather clandestine-like 

organization under the guidance of the Deputy Chief of Staff and the secular hardliner, 

Çevik Bir, called Batı Çalışma Grubu (West Working Group)37 so as to gather and 

analyze information about public employees with Islamic leanings (Hurriyet Daily 

News 1998: online). Later on, this had stimulated the always very inventive 

conspiracy theorists to highlight the West Working Group as the confirmation of the 

existence of the so-called Derin Devlet38 (Deep State). Paradoxically enough, the West 

                                                      
37 Naturally, there is a lack of publicly available information about the West Working Group. Therefore, 
it is not quite possible to separate the truth from the conspiracy theories, which in Turkey are generally 
more popular and widely constructed that in the European context. The situation is aggravated by the 
fact that General Çevik Bir was among the officers who were taken in custody after 2008 in the political 
process of Ergenekon (see Chapter 6). Under this circumstances, the pro-government media (this time 
already pro-Islamic) deliberately embellished the information about West Working Group as well as 
about the Çevik Bir ascribing to them, in tabloid journalism style, probably highly exaggerated 
influence. Unfortunately, some of the articles which covered the proceeding in English (e. g. Zaman) 
are currently not available or blocked because they are owned by the corporations associated with 
the spiritual leader, Fethullah Güllen, whose position of the best friend of the regime recently changed 
to the enemy number one (Author’s note). 
38 First of all, it should be emphasized that the conspiracy theories in Turkey are amazingly popular. 
Amongst the plethora of them, the Derin Devlet is of particular importance. As usual, on the grounds 
of the truth, the fantasy has built so complicated structures that it is not much possible to discern one 
from the other. Of course, there is a lack of sources to put the Deep State under serious academic 
investigation. In very short, in evidence-based way, the Derin Devlet refers to the clandestine 
organization / connections of certain military circles. The roots of this phenomena could be traced 
back into the times of the Cold War when particular departments of security services established an 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bat%C4%B1_%C3%87al%C4%B1%C5%9Fma_Grubu
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Working Group helped to destroy the military influence approximately ten years later 

when the neo-Islamist retaliated. 

5.4 TFP towards Central Asia in 1990s: Inventing the Ethnical Identity 

As a result of the breakup of the SU, the five republics of the Central Asian region 

(Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Kirgizstan, and Tajikistan) became officially, 

independent. After the initial hesitation caused by the cautious approach towards 

Russia, the Turkish elites came to the conclusion that the power vacuum in Central 

Asia represents an opportunity for Turkey to preserve the relevance of Turkey for the 

Western states in the post-Cold War era (Larabbe, Lesser 2003: 99-101). Indeed, the 

level of TFP activism towards the Central Asia reached its absolute peak in the 1990s, 

outmatching any prior as well as upcoming decades. 

As it has been shown, by using the discursive practices for the sake of geopolitical 

goals, Turkey sought to become a bridge / gate to the Central Asia. This quality, as it 

was then argued, was based on several key assumptions. Firstly, Turkish decision-

makers repeatedly stressed the factor of alleged geographic proximity. Secondly, the 

Turkish language and the Turkic languages were said to even strengthen the rather 

abstract ethnic kinship of the common Turkishness. Frankly speaking, all of these 

explanations were based on dubious grounds; nevertheless, in politics the end often 

justify the means and the Turkish decision-makers used the above mentioned 

                                                      
Intelligence within the Intelligence for the case of potential Soviet occupation. Gradually, the Soviet 
threat disappeared, but the organization / connections survived. Having enjoyed a specific culture of 
immunity, some of the officers had used their position in order to gain a personal profit or to cover 
the criminal activities of their sources (of course, this motivations could be mutual). This rather usual 
modus operandi deteriorated during the 1980s when the security forces increasingly cooperated with 
local criminal and drug gangs in Southeastern Turkey in order to fight the PKK insurgency. (Jenkins 
2009: 14-20 and 79-81). In popular culture, the Derin Devlet is usually portrayed as highly 
structuralized military-like organization which is said to have exercised extreme influence over the 
Turkish politics, deciding almost about everything what has happened since the 1923. Naturally, there 
is no evidence to prove these, often widely shared, assumptions. Undoubtedly, some members of the 
security services made impressive careers and reached influential positions in the state institutions. It 
is also possible that they liked to help / interact their colleagues with whom they received the training 
and skirmished with other power hungry fractions of the security community. Given the extremely 
powerful position of the Turkish army vis-à-vis other institutions since 1923 and, until recently, and 
the practical untouchability of its higher echelons it is also clear that the general influence of the 
security services over politics had been, until the late 2000s, exceptional. Nevertheless, it is highly 
dubious that there has ever been some sort of umbrella like clandestine organization of the Deep 
Staters which controlled or aimed to control the politics (Author’s note). 



73 

argumentation either because they trust it or because it was politically effective 

(Larabee: Ibid). Of course, through interacting with the Central Asia, the Turkish 

representatives also sought to reach a kind of regional hegemony. 

From the point of view of the social constructivism, it is interesting that, at least in 

the preliminary phase, the ambitious TFP towards Central Asia was based on 

ideational and social (ethnicity, language), placing a less emphasis on the material 

dimension (scarce economic resources, Russian realpolitik, the comparative distance 

of the Central Asia with regard to other surrounding regions etc.). 

Importantly, the arguments developed in order to demonstrate the closeness 

between Turkey and the Turkic republics plus Azerbaijan did not emphasize the 

religious (Muslim) affinity. Instead, the policy makers stressed the linguistic ties, the 

secular and democratic character of Turkey and the alleged common ethnicity – 

Turkishness (except Persian Tajikistan) of the actors (Larabee, Lesser 2003: 100; 

Robins 1993: 597-599). Moreover, Turkey positioned herself as an older brother who, 

given his more developed political and economic system, is eager to help her younger 

siblings to overcome the obstacles of the post-communist national building and 

support them in building their position in the international politics. 

By doing so the Turkish elite followed the ambitious idea that: “Turkey might become 

an important regional player in a part of the world that had virtually been lifted out 

of international politics since the late nineteenth century” (Hale 2013: 220). 

Thenceforth, this ambition has never left the heads of Turkish politicians, the regions 

defined as adequate for the development of Turkey’s greatness being the only factor 

which oscillates. 

Definitely, the idea of Turkic kinship was not new. Varying in intensity and content, 

manifold kinds of Pan-Turkisms have been periodically infiltrating the Turkish political 

discourse since the times of the Young Turks. Indeed, it had been one of the leaders 

of the Young Turks Triumvirate, Enver Pasha, who was shot dead in 1922 by the Red 

Army forces close to Dushanbe while aiming to unite the Turkic tribes and master the 

region (Sonyel 1990: 61). His Pan-Turkic ideas, however, did not survive his death. 
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As a result of Atatürk’s deliberate isolationism, personal distaste to Evren, and his 

political belief that Pan-Turkism is nothing but a dangerous romantic dream, the 

Kemalist regime did not ever show much interest in Central Asia or in the idea of 

common Turkishness (Sonyel: 1989: 506-510). In 1970s the idea resurrected under 

the ultra-nationalist leadership of Alparslan Türkeş, obviously without any impact on 

foreign policy as, by that time, the Promised Land from where the Turkic tribes 

entered Central Anatolia were governed from Moscow (Yanık 2004: 293). It was thus 

very unusual when, in the early 1990s, the Pan Turkic fragments, of course without 

any territorial or military claims, were politically reinvented so as to approximate the 

Central Asian region. 

Most visibly, this reinventing of Turkishness was done through emphasizing of the 

linguistic commonalities. It was knowingly overestimated. The Turkic nations had not 

much mingled with Turks since the fourteen century and, as many scholars rightly 

pointed out, there is no standardized Turkic language. Basically, today, only Azeri 

people more or the less understand the Turkey’s Turkish automatically. Besides the 

fact that Tajiks speak in a Persian dialect, the inhabitants of the remaining republics 

were also used to using Russian as a regional lingua franca (Robins 1993: 607; Hale 

2013: 221). Notwithstanding, it did not discourage the Turkish foreign policy makers 

from their ambitions. 

For example, according to Süleyman Demirel, Turkey and the Central Asian states plus 

Azerbaijan were of the same blood, language and religion (Robins 2003: 136-137). 

Moreover, although only the Nakhichevan Azerbaijani enclave (surely not exactly a 

Central Asian region) provided the terrestrial approach to the ethnic Turks, the 

Turkish politicians publicly promoted projects such as Turkish Commonwealth or the 

Common Turkic Market (Winrow 1995: 13). At the end of the day, neither the former 

nor the latter project has ever materialized. 

It is not surprising then that Turkey was the first country to recognize the 

independence of the five Turkic republics plus Azerbaijan on 16 December 1991. 

Thereafter, Turkey had dispatched diplomatic missions on the Embassy level to each 

of them. Subsequently, numerous high-level official visits of Turkish state officers to 

the Central Asian Capitals and reciprocal visits of their counterparts were organized 
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and followed by business and culture-exchange missions. Regarding transport, 

Turkey quickly established regular flights to Kazakhstan (Alma Ata), Azerbaijan (Baku) 

and Uzbekistan (Tashkent) and sought intensively to be involved in the hydrocarbon 

and telecommunication business (Robins 1993: 600-609). Nevertheless, there were 

obstacles Turkey could not overcome. 

First of all, by that time, Turkey lacked the economic resources which would back her 

potential regional leadership. Turkish banks credited approximately $900 000 to the 

newly independent republics between 1991 and 1993, making Turkey the fourth 

biggest donor; however, in the long term, given the ill state of Turkish economy and 

plummeting inflation, they could not provide enough (Aydin 2004: 5). Secondly, after 

a necessary inner-looking period, Russia did not seem to be willing to relinquish its 

traditional zones of influence. Indeed, the Russian influence actually never 

completely left the scenes. In the 1992, at the Turkic summit which Turkey had 

organized, the President of Kazakhstan, Nursultan Nazarbayev, as well as his Uzbek 

counterpart, Islam Karimov, concluded that no action which could violate the 

interests of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) could be undertaken 

(Hale 2013: 223). Last but not least, Turkey, now branded as a democratic model, was 

in pain with the state of play in the newly independent republic which was all but 

democratic as the whole region remained largely in the hands of the nomenklatura 

of the former communistic apparatchiks (Robins 1993: Ibid). One aspect of the TFP 

toward the Central Asian states, particularly interesting from the constructivist point 

of view, nevertheless proved remarkably persistent. 

While geopolitical as well as economic interests turned out rather overambitious, the 

ideational factors, and most specifically the linguistic line, continued. As Hakan Fidan, 

the current head of the Milli İstihbarat Teşkilatı (National Intelligence Organization-

NIO) puts it: “The cornerstone of Turkish foreign policy towards the Turkic republic 

was to build strong lines of communication facilitated by linguistic similarity. 

Linguistic kinship, as agreed by Turkish and international sources, has been a central 

element of cultural cooperation” (Fidan 2010: 117). Leaving alone the fact that, as it 

has been shown, the linguistic similarities were consciously overestimated, it is 
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definitely true that the TFP toward the Turkic states in the 1990s was largely based 

on their promotion. 

More specifically, Turks believed that by education they can cultivate the 

development of the students’ identity and by doing so nurtured a new generation of 

Turkic elites with linguistic and emotional bonds to Turkey. These relations then 

should have been used when the students came back to their domestic countries, 

and given their education and linguistic skills, acquired positions in the higher 

echelons of the state administration. Thus, while Turkey should serve as a bridge for 

the West to the East, these student should serve as a bridge for Turkish interest in 

the Central Asia. In order to implement this strategy, Turkey both offered numerous 

scholarships and invested in the education infrastructure directly in the region (Yanık 

2004: 294). It is interesting, that in this case the state authorities did not have a 

problem to foster and cooperate with the moderate Neo-nurc movement led by the 

self-acclaimed state-loyal spiritual leader Fethullah Güllen.39 

In 1992 Turkey started the so-called Great Student Exchange Project and offered 

10,000 scholarships to Turkic speaking students within the first year. Moreover, 

Turkey also provided diplomats and Foreign Ministries’ personnel of the Turkic states 

with educative seminars focused on protocol conduct and Turkish language skills. 

                                                      
39 As it has been mentioned above, the Neo-nurc community led by Fethullah Güllen builds on the 
religious tradition of Said Nursi, the founder of the Nurc community. However, while Nursi’s religiosity 
was oral-based, the Güllenists represent a modern text-based re-articulation of his thoughts. Same as 
Nursi, Güllen promotes the synthesis between modern (western) science and Islam and fosters the 
inter-faith dialogue. For example Güllen hold an official meeting with the Pope, John Paul II. Being 
convinced about their democratizing effect Güllen promoted the use of new media (TV, press, later 
also social media). As it is well-known, through his followers he gradually became the owner of a 
national media publishing empire. In a same vein, he practically controls a global network of high 
schools and universities, often of a very good quality. For quite a while, there had been an etente 
between Güllen and the secular state authorities. Although Güllen officially agreed with the 
requirements of the 28th February coup, the secular hard-liners became suspicious of the genuineness 
of his proclaimed moderation. Following the leaked record in which Güllen urged his followers to 
quietly penetrate state institutions and, hiding their Islamic leanings, patiently wait for their moment, 
the secular media and military officers marked Güllen as a threat to secularism and pushed for his 
prosecution. Güllen left to the USA, being charged in absentia. However, he always preserved his 
influence over Turkish politics. (Jenkins 2008: 159; Yanık 2004: 301; Yavuz 2000: 30-34) Recent events 
have revived the ever present theories about the interconnection between Güllen and the CIA. 
Realizing that moderate pro-free trade and pro-globalization Islamists could be better long-term 
partners than the rigid Kemalists who were gradually losing their positions, CIA is said to actively 
cooperate with Güllenists. Some of the arguments are rather convincing, some of them highly 
mythological. Obviously there is a lack of sources to verify / falsify both of them (Author’s note). 
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Although economic troubles were present from the very beginning, the project was 

most seriously threatened politically in 1996 when Erbakan’s WP was accused of 

promoting islamization of Uzbek students and supporting radical Islamists in their 

attempts to overthrow the government of Islam Karimov (Yanık 2004: 294-296). In 

this way, the domestic politics and the identity of the decision-makers also influenced 

the issues of the foreign policy. 

These education programs were later followed by numerous culture and economic 

centers which had been established by the Turkish International and Cooperation 

Agency (TICA – established 1992) (Hale 2013: 224). It should be added that the purely 

cultural mission of TICA seems now a bit unclear as its former Director was nobody 

else than current Head of the Civil Intelligence, Hakan Fidan. 

Drawing upon the available data (see below) it is interesting, that the number of 

students on scholarship has been decreasing since 1997, this trend hitting the peak 

in 2002. This thesis assumes that this change coincided with the Turkish geopolitical 

shift which, as we shall see, took place after the general elections in 2002 and the 

identitary change on the decision-makers level in the 2000s. 

This subchapter clarified that namely in the beginning of the 1990s there was 

a genuine interest in the Turkic states as well as the unprecedented activism of the 

TFP towards the Central Asia. From the constructivist point of view, the intense use 

of the identity (linguistic and to less extent ethnic) discourse is highly interesting. 

Moreover, taking into account a fact that the social dimension briefly outmatched 

the material one – a rather unique situation in the calculations of international 

politics. 

Throughout the first half of the 1990s the relevant domestic power centers were 

dominantly controlled by the secular elites (see chapters 5.2 and 5.3). Certainly, this 

configuration marginalized the other regions which were geographically closer and, 

contrary to the Central Asia, did share a significant part of their history and culture 

with Turkey (e.g. Middle East). 
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Table No. 5: The Central Asian Students on Scholarship: 1997–2002 

Country 1997 1998 2000 2001 2002 

Azerbaijan 1.793 N/A 1.169 630 616 

Kazakhstan 1.178 N/A 775 625 617 

Kyrgyzstan 804 N/A 762 721 699 

Uzbekistan 438 N/A 195 6 3 

Turkmenistan 2.226 N/A 1.368 970 822 

Total 6439 N/A 4269 2952 2757 

Source: (Yanık 2004: 296) 

Table No. 6: The Number of Distributed Scholarship / Graduated Students: 1992 – 2002 

Country Scholarships Graduates 

Azerbaijan 3.195 1.102 

Kazakhstan 2.691 611 

Kyrgyzstan 1.987 330 

Uzbekistan 1.981 273 

Turkmenistan 4.235 1.563 

Total 14 089 3879 

Source: (Yanık 2004: 297) 

Table No. 7: Schools in Central Asia Operated by the Members of the Güllen’s Movement: 1997 

Country Number of Schools Number of Students Turkish Personnel 

Azerbaijan 11 high / 1 uni 3.023 338 

Kazakhstan 27 high 5.539 570 

Kyrgyzstan 11 high 2.093 291 

Uzbekistan 18 high 3.334 210 

Turkmenistan 12 high / 1uni 3.295 353 

Total 79 / 2 17 284 1762 

Source: (Yanık 1999: 599) 

5.5 TFP towards Middle East in 1990s: The Victim of the Domestic Politics 

Since the establishment of the secular republic in 1923 Mustafa Kemal has opted for 

isolationistic foreign policy. This decision to choose the Peace at Home, Peace Abroad 

as the official foreign policy doctrine was based on three main assumptions. Firstly, 

Turkey, heavily hit by the First World War as well as the War of Independence, 
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needed to reconstruct its domestic economic infrastructure. Secondly, Atatürk was 

well aware that there were segments of the society which did not welcome his 

secular vision, therefore the attention had to be dedicated to suppressing the 

insurgencies and building of a national state. Finally, and most importantly for the 

purposes of this thesis, the Kemalists, willing to manifest their western affinity, 

sought to minimize their contacts with the former Ottoman lands and, in particular, 

with the Arabic / Islamic Middle East (Hale 2013: 42-43; Lewis 2002: 262-267 and 281-

287; Yavuz 1998: 27; Yavuz 1997-23). As this thesis has already shown (see chapter 

2), the Middle East was portrayed as the area of religious backwardness where live 

the untrustworthy Arabs which had betrayed the Ottoman Empire in the times of 

crisis. Thus, the Atatürk’s quest for modernity included the processes of de-

Arabization and de-Islamization. Therefore, for the old-school Kemalist, the Middle 

East was not adequate region for interaction but the homeland of the total Others. 

For the better part of the Cold War era, with important exceptions40, the decision-

makers had basically followed this approach. Although there had been growing 

interactions since the 1970s which culminated in the Özal’s era of economic 

interdependence and growing strength of the Neo-Ottoman discourse, the Middle 

East had never became a TFP priority in this period (Bilgin, Bilgic 2013: 174; Hale 

2013: 123-127). With the Cold Wat gone, naturally, Turkey faced a power vacuum not 

only in the Central Asia but also, more closely, in the Middle East. As we shall see, 

however, developing integrated foreign policy towards this region was highly 

problematic and was, in remarkable scale, determined by the reality of the domestic 

politics. Which had been, to a large extent, an outcome of the identity struggle 

between secular and traditional segments. 

Doubtlessly, the idiosyncratic character of the region played its part. Regarding the 

neighboring Middle Eastern states (Syria, Iraq, Iran), all of the bilateral relations were 

precarious. Nevertheless, the crucial deadlocks were a result of the domestic politics 

                                                      
40 Among the relevant events, the Baghdad pact of 1955 is of particular importance. In short, Great 
Britain attempted to reverse the decrease of her influence in the Middle East and the growing power 
of the Soviets by establishing an alliance of Iraq, Turkey, Iran, and Pakistan. However following Nasser’s 
decisive criticism and subsequent negative stance of Syria and Jordan, the Baghdad pact was 
effectively doomed (Butt 2003: online). 
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and the identity clash amongst the decision-makers’ bodies (Hale 2013: 227-242). 

Interestingly, this conflict has been largely caused by the special Turkish relation to 

one particular Middle Eastern state – Israel. 

During the Cold War the NATO members turned a blind eye on the Turkish human 

rights record and, for strategic reasons, supported Turkey with military equipment 

and intelligence. This changed from 1991 onwards. As a result, the Turkish security 

forces’ leadership looked for alternative suppliers with less strict requirements. Given 

their rather pragmatic approach, Israel was a suitable candidate (Nachmani 1998: 20-

30). Moreover, there was also the expectation that Israel’s influence in Washington 

will help Turkey in her relations vis-à-vis USA and other Western states (Yavuz: 1997: 

30). Certainly, the secular Israel also serves as a confirmation of the Turkey’s own 

secular identity. 

From the very beginning, the architects of the Turkish-Israeli etente were the secular 

officers of the General Staff. As the Deputy of the Chief of Staff, Çevik Bir, clearly put 

it: “… the Turkish Armed Forces are an integral part of Turkey’s foreign policy” (Yavuz 

1997: 31). Indeed, these secular guardians of the General Staff welcomed the signing 

the Military Cooperation and Training Agreement between Turkey and Israel on 23 

February 1996 which was later titled as the Secular Alliance (Yavuz 1997: 27). Luckily 

for them the development in the Israeli-Palestinian process as well as the perceived 

disintegration of the Arabic world in the aftermath of the First Gulf War helped the 

secularist to defend the Turkish-Israeli relations against the domestic opposition 

which was not solely comprised of Islamist. 

Nevertheless, the main and most visible opponent of any pro-Israel oriented TFP was 

Necmettin Erbakan and his WP. Being well-known for his anti-Semitic stance, Erbakan 

was also a tireless advocate of various conspiracy theories in which Zionism and the 

alleged Jewish governance over the global political system had a special place. 

Naturally, the mindset of Erbakan who was opposing the Turkey EU membership on 

the grounds that the organization is under the Jewish command did not leave much 

space for positive thinking about Israel. Quite uniquely, Erbakan also considered the 

phenomenon of terrorism to be a Zionist construct (Jenkins 2008: 156). It is worthy 

to emphasize that it was exactly this intellectual environment under which the new 
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generation of the Islamist / neo-Islamist politicians had been growing up. Of course 

the list of the long-term Erbakan’s disciples included the incumbent president, Recep 

Tayyip Erdoğan, as well as the former one, Abdullah Güll. 

Regardless exercising a disrespect towards the Israel as well as despising almost 

everything which what only remotely Jewish, Erbakan also called for the genuinely 

Muslim oriented foreign policy (Kanat 2012: 241; Jenkins 2008: 156). Clearly, this has 

been in contradiction with the foreign policy ambitions of the secular elites. 

The situation become more serious with WP coming to power in 1995 / 1996. While 

the army continued to foster special relations with Israel, the new Prime Minister 

Erbakan openly criticized them, trying to implement his own distinguished TFP grand 

strategy, choosing, Iran where no Turkish Prime Minster has gone since the Islamic 

revolution in 1979, as the first country to visit (Jenkins 2008: 160; Yavuz 2003: 237). 

Indeed, at the beginning it was quite complicated for the foreign observers to actually 

detect which foreign policy the country implements and who is the main executor. 

If the hard-core Kemalist were laugh on for being interested in everything what was 

labeled western, Erbakan, on the other hand, was focused on everything Islamic. 

Remarkably, this had serious consequences for the TFP towards the Middle East. For 

example, Erbakan publicly downplayed the official NSC strategy in which Syria was 

defined as primary security threat and organized a meeting with the Syrian 

Ambassador. Until the shaken secularist could deliver their reactions, the Prime 

Minister set off on a ten-day official tour around the Muslim countries (Olson 1997: 

183-187). From the point of view of the social constructivism it seems unlikely that 

the decision-maker with less traditional ideational background would behave 

similarly. 

To top of that, in July 1997 Erbakan created his ambitious and, in fact, never very 

successful foreign policy project called D – 8 (Developing 8) which organized a group 

of developing Muslim countries (Bangladesh, Egypt, Indonesia, Iran, Malaysia, Nigeria, 

Pakistan and Turkey) officially aiming to challenge the economic dominance of the G-

7 states (Inbar 2010: 139). In implementing his Muslim foreign policy, Erbakan largely 

underestimated the military preparedness to push him away from power. 
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The secularist were alarmed not only but the changes in the foreign policy but also 

by the vigorous promotion of the Islamic identity in the domestic realm. Thus, the TV 

broadcasted meeting between Prime Minister Erbakan and the leader of the Sufi 

orders (Tariqah) covered in the traditional clothes in January 1997, prompted the 

vigorous reaction of the secular strongholds (Jenkins 2008: 161). As usual, the deux 

ex machina was the Turkish army. 

Among the main proponents of the Turkish-Israeli relations were the secular military 

hardliners, such as General Çevik Bir (later the leader of the West Working Group) or 

his superior, the Chief of Staff, Hakki Ismail Karadayi. Following Erbakan’s Islamic 

activism they started to use foreign policy in order to demonstrate the military 

dominance over the Islamic government. Therefore, when the military launched a 

massive operation in Northern (Kurdish) Iraq, the Prime Minister was informed about 

the events only ex post (Cook 2007: 116). Similarily, when Karadayi, set off on 24 

February 1997 (only four days before the 28th February coup), accompanied by the 

secular-press journalists, to officially visit Israel and hold high-level meetings with his 

counterparts, he did not bother himself with informing the Prime Minister 

(Bozdağlioğlu 2003: 156), (Olson 1997: 13). Indeed, Hakki Ismail Karadayi as well as 

Çevik Bir were among the main orchestrators of the Postmodern coup of 28 February 

1997 (see chapter 5.3) which effectively ended Erbakan’s political career. 

Undoubtedly, there had been also numerous bilateral issues with the neighboring 

Middle Eastern states which made the re-articulation of the TFP towards the region 

complicated. Firstly, in Syria, the Hafiz Assad’s regime silent support of the PKK and 

harboring of its leader, Abdullah Öcalan, together with the historical dispute over the 

Hattay / Alexandretta41 province and the conflict over the water from the Euphrates 

were the most serious issues (Olson 1977: Ibid), (Altunışık, Tür 2006: 236). In the 

same vein, the somehow tolerated activities of the PKK by the Iraqi and Iran 

governments made the bilateral relations arduous. In these cases, the fact that Iraq 

also had claims on the Euphrates’ water and Iran was naturally perceived with 

                                                      
41 The province of Alexandretta (now Turkish southernmost province of Hattay) was given to Turkey 
by France in 1939, practically so as to convince Turkey not to become a Nazi ally (Altunışık, Tür 2006: 
Ibid). 
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suspicion by the secularist since the Islamic revolution in 1979 further widened the 

interest gap between Turkey and the neighboring Muslim states. 

In sum, the Middle East had not been a TFP priority in the 1990s. Besides the fact that 

the decision-makers already opted for the Turkic states of Central Asia to became a 

platform for Turkey’s regional ambitions in the Central Eurasia, the secular elites did 

not perceive the Middle East with much enthusiasm. In comparison with the Turkic 

state, there had not been a positive reference to the common ideational roots. 

Quiet on the contrary, the Middle East actually became a battlefield of the TFP 

ambitions of the secular and traditional camps. While the still dominant secularist 

fostered the interactions with the allegedly linguistically tied Turkic states, they, 

simultaneously, did not want to much strengthen the interactions with the 

neighboring Middle Eastern states. Moreover, they understood the secular Israel as 

their natural ally as well as the informal confirmation of their own western / secular 

identity. 

On the other hand, the short-lived Islamic government of Necmettin Erbakan 

promoted the foreign policy activism towards the Middle East as well as the general 

reorientation of the TFP towards the Muslim oriented foreign policy. All in all, it has 

been clearly shown that the identity of the decision-makers was crucial for the 

articulation and the execution of the TFP towards the Middle East in the 1990s. 
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6 Turkish Foreign Policy towards Central Eurasia in the 2000s 

In the first decade of the new century Turkey witnessed remarkable internal changes. 

Only with slight exaggeration, their scale as well as their consequences were later 

compared to the initial period of Kemalism. Certainly, the victory of the Adalet ve 

Kalkınma Partisi (Justice and Development Party – JDP) in the 2002 national elections 

symbolized a farewell to a one generation of secular politicians as none of the 1990 

political parties, apart from the renewed RPP, entered the Parliament. On the other 

hand, there was a large personal continuity between Erbakan’s WP and Erdoğan’s 

JDP as numerous leading JDP members were former Erbakan’s disciples. From 2002 

onwards JDP single-handedly governed Turkish politics bringing the periphery not 

closer to the center but directly to the spotlights. 

6.1 Economic and Regional Context 

Reality could never be grasped in its complexity. Hence, there are numerous reasons 

why JDP did well in the 2002 elections as well as a mosaic of causes why TFP changed 

so significantly under the JDP leadership and became, as we shall see, much more 

Middle East-oriented. It is far beyond the possibilities of this thesis to cover them all. 

Nevertheless, the economic situation of Turkey before 2002 and the general 

implication of the Second Gulf War should be briefly described in order to gain a 

contextual picture of Turkey’s domestic and regional position in the early 2000s 

which co-determined the execution of TFP. 

It has been shown that during the 1990s Turkey was challenged by the resurrection 

of the identity struggle between the secular and traditional segment (see chapter 5.3). 

Apart from politics, the economy struggled with the ever growing inflation. In 1994 

Tansu Çiller managed to walk the delicate tightrope of the 8% GPD decrease by having 

the IMF on her side. Nevertheless, five years later the situation was back on the old 

track. Since 1999, the political veteran, Bülent Ecevit, tried to find a way out of the 

economic ordeal of increasing inflation, heightening public expenditures and 

widespread corruption (Mango 1993: 94-103). Regardless of the initial successes, the 

underdeveloped Turkish banking system did not accommodate the reforms. 
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In November 2000, the banking crisis entered the economy, pressing the 

Government to take over thirteen bank houses. In December, the IMF decided to 

provide Turkey with additional ten billion dollars and the World Bank (WB) promised 

to inject another five billion in the Turkish economy within the following three years 

(BBC 2000: online). Furthermore, Ecevit named a high-standing WB economist and 

secular favorite, Kemal Derviş, Minister of Finance to manage the reforms. 

As the situation was just getting slightly better, the highly medialized rupture 

between Prime Minister Ecevit and President Sezer42 who was said to talk with the 

Prime Minister at the official meeting of the NSC in non-civilian manner while 

throwing pieces of the torn constitution at him, had stimulated the latent instability 

and sparked capital outflow. Therefore, just before the 2002 elections, GDP was 

decreasing by 10% and more than two million people lost their jobs (Economist 

2002a: online; Economist 2002b: online; Mango 2003: 101-103). Paradoxically, the 

reforms only started to work when the early elections ended the carriers of one 

whole generation of Turkish politicians. Hence, the economic crisis helped the JDP to 

win the landslide victory. 

Same as the economic crisis cleansed the domestic politics, the Second Gulf War 

enhanced the position of Turkey in the Middle East – an adjustment the JDP will profit 

from for the whole decade. Certainly, neither the socialist Ecevit nor the Islamist 

Erdoğan were genuine supporters of the neoconservative hawks; nonetheless, they 

were considered pragmatic enough to come to terms with the USA as Turkey 

desperately needed further financial aid (Robins 2003b: 560-561). Most importantly, 

the US strategist longed for opening of the second front in the Southeastern Turkey. 

Indeed, Paul Wolfowitz, the Deputy Defense Minister, promised Turkey generous 

financial and military equipment satisfaction if government meets the US 

                                                      
42  Interestingly enough, both Ecevit and Sezer were considered ones of the few not-corrupted 
politicians among the highest echelons of the political pyramid. Nevertheless, while the generally 
meek Ecevit, known for his interest in Haiku poetry and Indian philosophy, usually restraint to react to 
any dishonest actions of his less morally anchored colleagues, Sezer, a former judge of the 
Constitutional Court, was both an extremely staunch secularist and a hard-liner when it came to 
corruption. At the meeting of the NSC on 19 February 2001, Sezer had lost his temper and blamed 
Ecevit for causing the economic crisis due to the insufficient fight with corrupted politicians and 
bankers. (Hürriyet Daily News 2002a: online) (Hürriyet Daily News 2002b: online). 
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requirements. Nevertheless, with the EU accession process stuck and massive public 

opposition on the rise, the Turkish participation became a political puzzle. Of course, 

the charismatic Erdoğan remembered very well his own imprisonment43, being aware 

that the popular support might be the only factor preventing the army from repeating 

the 28th coup, this time against the JDP (Robins 2003b: 562-564). At the end of the 

day, although the JDP had finally bowed, recommending the authorization of the US 

demands, the TGNA, contrary to the general expectations, voted against. 

As a result, the JDP’s prestige in the Middle East hit the peak (Walker 2007: 37). As 

Hale puts it: “The fact that the Turkish Parliament refused to back the US-led invasion 

of Iraq in 2003, and that it latter took a strongly critical line against Israel, won the 

JDP government mass support in the Arab world, for which there was no historical 

precedent” (Hale 2013: 234). As we shall see, the JDP has utilized this pro-Turkish 

sentiments more than skillfully. 

Undoubtedly, the sympathetic sentiments alone would be hardly enough to change 

the TFP course. Indeed, the seeds of the structural adjustment had been sown earlier. 

As we shall see, the most influential impact stemmed from the idiosyncratic mixture 

of classic geopolitics and Neo-Ottomanist thought, synthetized by the IR’s scholar 

with Islamic leanings, Professor Ahmet Davutoğlu – later the Foreign Affairs Minister 

and the Prime Minister of Turkey. 

6.2 Geopolitics of Ahmet Davutoğlu: From the Bridge to the Central 

Country? 

In his pioneering article, Alexander Murinson examines the main sources of TFP. 

According to him, these are: the balance of power of the Ottoman Empire, the 

isolationism of Kemalists and the following westernism / eurocentrism, and the Sèvres 

                                                      
43 Following the Postmodern Coup of 1997 (see chapter 5. 3), Erdoğan, then a popular WP politician 
and successful mayor of Istanbul, was charged with “inciting hatred based on religious differences” 
and imprisoned for four months and banned from public and political activities for life. Basically, 
Erdoğan was guilty of citing a poem. The fact that the notoriously known verses (Our minarets are our 
bayonets, Our domes are our helmets, Our mosques are our barracks. We will put a final end to ethnic 
segregation. No one can ever intimidate us) were written in the beginning of the 20th century by Ziya 
Gögalp, a nationalistic author who later became a distinguished Kemalist poet, made the whole 
proceeding an actual farce (Hürriyet Daily News: 1999). 
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syndrome which basically means blaming the West for its ever present ambition to 

divide the regions surrounding Turkey to the detriment of her interests (Jung 2003: 

online; for more information about Sèvres syndrome see Chapter 2). Moreover, this 

basic corpus is occasionally mixed with the romantic ideas of Pan-Turkism (in 

moderate form relevant in the 1990s) or the rather obscure ideology of Pan-Turanism 

which aims to unify the Turkish, Mongolian and Finnish-Ugorian ethnics and was, to 

very limited extent, popular in the beginning of the 20th century (Murinson 2006: 945). 

Definitely, the TFP under the TFP was mainly influenced by the Ottoman balance of 

power. Nevertheless, apart from drawing upon established sources, the JDP actually 

developed its own geopolitical and foreign policy framework. 

As it has been shown, the TFP towards Central Asia in 1990s included moderate 

references to the Pan-Turkism. At the same time, the Kemalist isolationistic heritage, 

stimulated by the domestic identity struggle, was still strong enough to preserve the 

secular restraint towards the Middle East. Nevertheless, the secular foreign policy 

narrative had been challenged already since the late 1980s. Under Turgut Özal, the 

foreign policy discourses were growingly penetrated by the popular philosophy of 

Neo-Ottomanism. Very broadly, Neo-Ottomanism could be a general nostalgia for the 

idealized good times of the Ottoman Empire where things were better. Culturally, 

Neo-Ottomanism was represented by the growing popularity of Ottoman symbols in 

the consumer art (TV, movies etc.) as well as the rethinking of the historical narratives 

developed by the Kemalist elites while justifying Mustafa Kemal’s farewell to the 

Ottoman past (Yavuz 1997: 31-37). Interestingly, Neo-Ottomanism rooted also in the 

realm of the foreign policy. 

Here, Neo-Ottomanism stands for the belief that Turkey should be politically active 

in the regions which were, in the past, a part of the Ottoman Empire becoming thus 

a leader of the Eurasia. In reality, Neo-Ottomanism is un-proportionally focused on 

the Middle East, understanding it as a key region for Turkish interactions. Given his 

personal piety and general support of the political as well as economic 

interdependence with the Middle East, Özal is usually considered a first decision-

makers who advocated the Neo-Ottoman thought at the top political level (Murinson 

2006: 946). Nonetheless, except of ad hoc successes, Özal never made Neo-
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Ottomanism a key part of the TFP. As this thesis has shown, throughout the 1980s 

and 1990s, the domestic politics had been effectively managed by the secular elites 

who did not perceive the Middle East as preferential region. It was thus only through 

the JDP coming to power, that the Neo-Ottoman 44  philosophy was effectively 

channeled into the coherent foreign policy doctrine. Doubtlessly, had in not been for 

Professor Ahmet Davutoğlu, the former Head of the International Relations 

Department at the Beykent University in Istanbul, this transfer would have not ever 

been possible. 

While the Erbakan’s 1990s attempts to conduct a Muslim-oriented foreign policy 

were strategically primitive and therefore did not actually challenge the secular 

preferences, Davutoğlu provided the JDP with sophisticated geopolitical doctrine 

(Walker 2007: 34). When he was named a foreign policy advisor to the Prime Minister 

in 2003, Davutoğlu had achieved a very rare position of the Political Science academic 

who could actually verify his theories on real experiments. 

Davutoğlu influence was only widened by the specific character of his cooperation 

with the Prime Minister: “…Erdoğan elevated the office of Ahmet Davutoğlu, the 

Prime Minister’s chief advisor on foreign policy, from the traditional status of a small 

bureau, which provides day-to-day counsel to Prime Minister, to the source of 

strategic thinking and ideological support for the new foreign policy based on the 

Islamists roots…” (Murinson 2006: 947). Therefore, TFP in the 2000s cannot be 

understood without analyzing how its main architect contemplated about the world 

politics. 

As Aras convincingly puts it: “There is a consensus that it was Davutoğlu who changed 

the rhetoric and practice of Turkish foreign policy…. he set the vision and the style of 

the new foreign policy line and provided a framework for pursuing it” (Aras 2009: 127). 

Importantly, Davutoğlu has not only influenced the TFP execution but also developed 

                                                      
44 Davutoğlu himself does not does not appreciate being labelled as a Neo-Ottomanist. (Erşen 2014: 
90) However, as constructivists say, our identity is not only an outcome of what we think about 
ourselves, but also what the others think about us. In fact, majority of the academia considers the 
Strategic Depth, in one way or another, a specific kind of Neo-Ottomanist thought (Author’s note). 
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a general geopolitical framework which served as an argumentation pool for dealing 

with the surrounding regions. 

Analyzing his academic works, it is clear that Davutoğlu was highly interested in 

geopolitics which he largely understood in classic terms (geography first). It seems 

that at the beginning, his reasoning was influenced by two key factors: the negative 

stance towards the prominent western intellectuals of statecraft (e.g. S. Huntington) 

and the tragic events of the early 1990s in Bosnia which he had considered a result 

of the western-oriented geopolitics. In his first contribution to geopolitical theory in 

1994, Davutoğlu outlined a concept of Islamic geopolitics, arguing that the Muslim 

states should utilize their advantage of controlling the strategic points between cold 

and warm seas45 (Davutoğlu 1994: 107-121). Later on, he switched his research focus 

from general Muslim world directly to Turkey. 

The most important work of Davutoğlu Strategic Depth: Turkey’s International 

Position was published in 2000 and, quiet extraordinarily, gradually switched from 

being a Political science bestseller to be an official foreign policy doctrine of Turkey 

[sic]. In Strategic Depth, Davutoğlu introduced a Turkey-centric geopolitical theory 

together with the recommendations of how Turkey should act so as to move from 

the agenda executor to the agenda setter role in the world politics (Walker 2007: 33-

35). This shift presupposed fermenting foreign policy activism and dismissed the 

Kemalists isolationism and cautiousness towards the regions east of Turkish borders. 

According to Davutoğlu, Turkey (and several other states) is a unique country because 

of the possession of both the historic (Ottoman past) and geographic (crossroads of 

regions / identities) depths. These depths together create the so-called strategic 

depth – a necessary prerequisite for becoming a central actor of the global order. 

Drawing upon the traditional sources (described above), Davutoğlu maintains that 

Turkey has inherited the balance of power skills from her Ottoman ancestors. 

Moreover, given the history of the Caliphate, Turks are also natural candidates for 

                                                      
45 Basically, this argumentation is based on the classic Mahan’s theory of the so-called choke points 
whose control is necessary in order to preserve maritime domination. (see Mahan 1987) According to 
Davutoğlu, five out of the nine choke points are situated in the Middle East (Erşen 2014: 92). 
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the regional (Muslim) leadership (Aras 2007: 130). Obviously, all of this represents a 

clear deviation from the Kemalist understanding of TFP. 

Further to the above, having the strategic depth and multitude of identities, Turkey is 

said to be the so-called central country. As such, Turkey is positioned in the midst of 

the geocultural basins and has a potential to influence both the regional and global 

agenda (this is said to be an inherent quality of the central countries). Nevertheless, 

in order to achieve this position, Turkey’s foreign policy makers must overcome 

serious obstacles and operationalize the strategic depth through the execution of 

Davutoğlu’s five principles: zero problems with neighbors, equilibrium between 

democracy and security, development of relations with neighboring and other 

regions, multidimensional foreign policy, and rhythmic diplomacy46 (Davutoğlu 2007: 

78-85). Only with this done, the central country (Turkey) will be ready to fulfill its 

predestined role of global and regional influencer. 

With that said, it is clear that the advisor to the Prime Minister perceived TFP in 

revolutionary different way than the secular military-bureaucratic elite. More 

importantly, however, it has been fairly argued that Davutoğlu possessed a huge 

influence over the externalization of his thoughts in the material world. As Walker 

puts it already in 2006: “The implications of the strategic depth doctrine are 

manifested in all aspects of Turkey’s national security and foreign policy….” (Walker 

2007: 33). Naturally, for the purposes of this thesis it is of crucial importance what 

consequences the Strategic Depth doctrine has had on TFP towards Central Eurasia. 

Strikingly, although Neo-Ottomanism in general and the Strategic Depth doctrine in 

particular assume that Turkey should intensify her interaction with all of the former 

lands of the Ottoman Empire, there is actually an implicit emphasis on the Middle 

Eastern region and the religious (Islamic) affinity. For example, as Bozdağlıoğlu rightly 

reminds, in Davutoğlu’s understanding, the terms of Muslim world and Middle East 

                                                      
46 By rhythmic diplomacy Davutoğlu practically means the inner dynamism of foreign policy, because, 
put simply, nothing static is, in the long-term, relevant. For Davutoğlu, foreign policy must exercise an 
inner activity although the outside world could be temporarily stable (not posing any external 
incentives) (Davutoğlu 2007: 80-82). 
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are often used as synonyms (Bozdağlıoğlu 2007: 70). In reality, since 2002 the TFP 

practically followed this Middle Eastern emphasis. 

Interestingly, as the Strategic Depth clearly prioritizes the Middle East, it 

simultaneously puts less or none emphasis on the other Muslim populated regions, 

including Central Asia [sic]. While similar references to the Turkic states of Central 

Asia are missing, the Middle East47 is considered a Gordian knot [sic] which must be 

solved in order to seek regional dominance. Despite many of Davutoğlu’s public 

claims about balanced multilateralism, he promotes the Middle East not only due to 

its Islamic character, but also because of its alleged geopolitical significance. As Erşen 

importantly concluded, Davutoğlu perceives the Middle East as a region which 

combines the qualities of both the Heartland and the Rimland [sic] (Erşen 2014: 91-

92). On several occasions Davutoğlu himself confirmed the greater importance of the 

Middle East vis-à-vis other neighboring regions: 

“… Turkey has to establish its relationship with all the global powers through the 

Middle East. In other words, the Middle East will be the most important parameter 

of the central country…The more influential Turkey becomes in the Middle East, the 

greater bargaining power it will possess vis-à-vis the other powers” (Davutoğlu’s 

speeches between 2002 and 2009 cited in Erşen 2014: 93, emphasis added). 

Most significantly, perhaps, Davutoğlu has also made it very clear what role Turkey 

should aspire in the Middle East: 

“A new Middle East is being born. We will continue to be the owner, pioneer and 

servant of this new Middle East” (Davutoğlu’s speeches between 2002 and 2009 

cited in Erşen 2014: 95). 

Both of the quotations show the extremely significant discursive change of the TFP 

towards Central Eurasia. Straightforwardly, Davutoğlu, the main TFP architect in the 

                                                      
47 Significantly, Davutoğlu, again in direct contradiction with the traditional status quo Kemalism, 
questions the relevance of the current borders of the Middle Eastern states and calls for a revision of 
the Sykes-Picot borders which are explained as an obstacle to further integration of the Middle East. 
(Erşen 2014: 89-94) Implicitly, Davutoğlu operates with supranational concepts. For scholars, this 
should be highly interesting given the paradox of heightened nationalism which is a daily routine in 
Turkey and one of the sources, Turkish politicians very much like to use, and Davutoğlu’s Strategic 
Depth doctrine which is somehow sympathetic to the diffusion of the state borders (Author’s note). 
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2000s and later also one of its prominent executors, contests every aspect of the 

Kemalist foreign policy reasoning. He prefers activism to isolationism, multilateralism 

to bilateralism, pluralistic regionalism to one-sided westernism, and most importantly, 

despite his occasional efforts to convince the readers about the opposite, he treats 

the Middle East as a region of utmost importance [sic]. Compared to the 1990s, the 

Central Asia leaved the spotlights. Importantly, this change of the general framework 

has also influenced the discursive practice regarding the geopolitical metaphors. 

There is a general consensus within the academia that there has been a crucial shift 

in geopolitical discourse in Turkey in the decade of 2000s. Nevertheless, at the same 

time there is also an academic dispute of whether Turkey actually ceased to be 

a geopolitical bridge or continued to be one. For example Bülent Aras and Hakan 

Fidan, both sympathetic to the JDP and Strategic Depth doctrine, argue that: “Turkey 

has started acting according to its new identity as a central country leaving the 

bridge country rhetoric behind” (Aras, Fidan 2009: 201, emphasis added). 

On the other hand, e.g. Joshua Walker holds that Turkey switched her geographical 

imagination, shifting from the bridge to the catalyst (Walker 2007: 38). Last but not 

least, Meliha Altunışık concludes that Davutoğlu must dismiss the bridge metaphor 

because as it is in contradiction with both the proclaimed activism and the supposed 

centrality of Turkey (Altunışık 2009: 188). Thus, there are scholars who, influenced by 

Strategic Depth, argue that Turkey moved from the bridge to be a central country. 

Not surprisingly, there are also alternative explanations. Although some of them 

holds that the bridge metaphor continued to be relevant, they also make clear that 

the meaning of the metaphor has changed after 2002. This thesis showed that the 

Turkey’s uniqueness in the 1990s was based on geography (see chapter 5.2). Turkey 

was a physical bridge (gate). On the contrary, Davutoğlu repeatedly argued that 

Turkey’s uniqueness is not based only on geography but also on her Islamic identity. 

Thus, the exceptionalism is social (ideational) as well as material (Erşen 2014: 91), 

(Walker 2007: 37-44). Some authors further elaborated on this assumptions. 

For Lerna Yanık the most important question is, what Turkey aimed to bridge in the 

era of 2000s. According to Yanık, the bridge metaphor continued to be relevant but 
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the JDP politicians used the bridge culturally, namely in effort to link the Western 

Civilization with the Islamic one (Yanık 2009: 534-542). Extraordinary in relation to 

the Kemalist past, within this discourse Turkey was no longer considered neither 

a part of the West nor the country in the middle. In the view of the JDP understanding 

the we-ness was based on the cultural affiliation with the Middle East [sic]. This is 

quite clear from the speech of Abdullah Güll, then the Minister of Foreign Affairs: 

“If we don’t take the reins and prefer to cover up and ignore them (our problems), 

then others will try to solve them in their way and interfere in our affairs. And this 

interference will take a place in the wrong way because they don’t understand our 

sensitivities, and our social structure” (Bilgin in Bilgiç 2013: 190, emphasis added). 

By and large, whether Turkey remained or ceased to be a bridge remains an open 

question, although the majority of the authors lean towards the central country 

hypotheses. What is crystal clear, is the fact that the discursive shift represented 

much more significant drift than the 1990s brief periods of Central Asian enthusiasm. 

For the first time since the establishment of the secular republic, the once repudiated 

Middle East was not only framed as a natural part of the foreign policy activism but 

treated as the geopolitically most important and globally most preferential [sic] 

region. Contrary to the 1990s promotion of the linguistic and ethnic bonds, the 2000s 

emphasized affinity between Turkey and the Middle East had been based largely on 

the religious (Islamic) commonalities. 

While the interest in the Middle East was hitting the peak, the Central Asia ceased to 

be a key part of the geopolitical discourse. Of course, this all would not be possible a 

decade earlier when TFO was controlled by the military-bureaucratic secular elites 

with the traditional restraint towards the Middle East. The analysis of the Turkish 

domestic politics in the 2000s which resulted into the independent foreign policy 

activism of the JDP is further elaborated in the following subchapter. 
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6.3 Domestic Politics in the 2000s: The Retaliation of the Periphery 

Arguably, with the exception of the first decade of the Kemalist nation-building, there 

has not been a period in the republican history which changed Turkish domestic 

politics as radically as the era of the 2000s. From today’s perspective, it already seems 

obvious that many of the once eternal truths of Atatürk’s state are not relevant any 

longer. In 2012, İlker Başbuğ, the former Chief of Staff of the second largest NATO 

army – the arbiter elegentarium of Turkish politics for nearly one hundred years, was 

detained and taken into custody. According to some well-acclaimed analysts, the 

prosecuting bodies were under heavy influence of the Güllenists, followers of 

Fethullah Güllen, the spiritual leader who fled the country at the end of the 1990s, 

being suspected by the secular security forces that his ambitions might eventually 

exceed the religious realm (Jenkins 2012: online). Simultaneously, a former disciple 

of Necmettin Erbakan, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, managed to integrate the conservative 

and religious right and became the strongest political leader since the times of 

Mustafa Kemal. The periphery has outmatched the center. 

Following the closure of the WP party in 1998, Necmettin Erbakan, the Nestor of 

Turkish political Islam, was banned from politics for five years. In response, his party 

confidant, Recai Kutan, led behind the scenes by Erbakan, established the successor 

Fazilet Partisi (Virtue party – VP) with the same Islamic values but, rather unwillingly, 

in terms with secular principles of the Kemalist regime. Making no impression on the 

army and the Constitutional Court, the VP was banned in 2001 due to the well-known 

accusation that it became the focal point of the anti-secular activities. (Celep 2012: 

383-386) As usually, the Islamist gathered with same program under a modified flag. 

Almost immediately after the WP closure, the usual suspects of Turkish political Islam 

established a new entity called Saadet Partisi (Felicity Party – FP). Uniquely for the 

standards of Turkish political parties, the opposition against the always radical 

Erbakan’s rhetoric was emerging within the FP ranks. The reformist wing of the 

younger generation of Islamists, represented by e.g. Abdullah Güll and Recep Tayyip 

Erdoğan (both of them politically educated in the WP) was slowly coming to 

a conclusion that the Kemalist regime will never accommodate an overtly Islamic 

https://tr.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C4%B0lker_Ba%C5%9Fbu%C4%9F
https://cs.wikipedia.org/wiki/Recep_Tayyip_Erdo%C4%9Fan
https://cs.wikipedia.org/wiki/Recep_Tayyip_Erdo%C4%9Fan
https://cs.wikipedia.org/wiki/Recep_Tayyip_Erdo%C4%9Fan


95 

party which maintains the hard-core anti-secular discourse. Calling themselves the 

renewalists, this new faces of Political Islam finally decided to openly challenge 

Erbakan, promoting Güll to the position of the party leader at the FP conference in 

2001. Being outmatched by a small margin only, they left the party and established 

the Justice and Development party (JDP) in the same year (Hale 2013: 141-142; Dalay 

2014: online). Generally, the JDP positioned itself as a democratic-conservative party 

or a moderate-Islamic entity with neoliberal economic leanings. 

Table No. 8: The Development of the Main Islamic-right Periphery Parties in Turkey from 1998 to 2010 

Party / 

Movements 
Leader Established State Ban Succession Split 

Welfare Party (WP) Necmettin Erbakan 1980 1998 NSP X 

Virtue Party (VP) Necmettin Erbakan 1998 2001 WP X 

Felicity Party (FP) Necmettin Erbakan 2001 X NOP X 

Justice and 

Development Party 

(JDP) 

Necmettin Erbakan 2001 X NSP FP 

Source: (The Grand National Assembly of Turkey 2016: online) 

Following the widespread euphoria which had contaminated even the otherwise 

cold-minded observers, the JDP was widely portrayed as a sort of Turkey’s Christian 

Democracy. Simultaneously, some scholars had begun to use the term of post-

islamist party, suggesting the alleged departure from the Islamic past towards social 

conservatism (Robins 2007: 289-290; Dagi 2007: 11). To evaluate the clarity of these 

terms is not an aim of this thesis, nevertheless, it was quite obvious that the secular 

military-bureaucratic elite did not share the same optimism, viewing the JDP with 

a similar level of suspicion as its more overtly Islamic predecessors. 

Certainly, the leaders of the JDP were not much the types the military-bureaucratic 

secular elites would prefer to interact with. Erdoğan himself was the very other. 

Growing up in a very poor and highly conservative neighborhood of Istanbul’s 

Kasımpaşa, he had been selling food on the streets to contribute to his family’s 

budget. Later on, he studied at a religious high-school. Indeed, it was his Muslim 

beard which ended his promising first league football career as the soccer team 

interested in Erdoğan’s skills was owned by the secular hard-liners who insisted that 
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all of the players must be shaved. Erdoğan resisted and became politically active 

under Erbakan’s auspices in the 1970s (Mango 2003: 106-116). Similarily, Abdullah 

Gül joined Erbakan’s ranks in 1983, before, pursuing his career in the Islamic banking 

system, he moved to Saudi Arabia. 

Indeed, the JDP members were known for calling the pious population bizden biri 

(one of us), indicating who is the other for them – the secular segment (Altunisik, 

Lenor 2013: 577-588). Therefore, many secularists believed that it is only a matter of 

time and the General Staff and security forces will deal with the JDP in the very same 

manner as they did in the case of the WP in February 1997. 

In fact, at the beginning, the secular elites were somehow appeased by the fact that 

the Presidential post was occupied by Ahmet Necdet Sezer, a staunch secularist who 

could (and did) veto every high-level bureaucratic change if there was any suspicion 

that the candidate had an Islamic history. Certainly, for Sezer, secularism was not a 

topic for discussion. Although maintaining decorum, Sezer was known for not letting 

the wives of Prime Minister Erdoğan and Foreign Minister Güll to enter the receptions 

at the Presidential palace because they were wearing hijabs (headscarf) (Jenkins 

2009: 29; Larabee, Rabas 2008: 62). Nevertheless, the hard-liners in the military 

circles gradually stopped considering Sezer’s strict secularism a sufficient barrier 

against what they perceived to be creeping Islamization of the country. 

Quickly after the 2002 general elections, the Jandarma İstihbarat Teşkilatı 

(Gendarmerie Intelligence Organization – GIO or JITEM) known for being led by the 

infamous Veli Küçük48 is said to have established a successor of the Cevik Bir’s West 

                                                      
48 Amongst the security services, the reputation of JITEM is particularly troublesome. It had been JITEM 
which was often linked with the dubious practices which accompanied the suppressing of the PKK 
insurgency in the 1980s and used the practices usually ascribed to the Derin Devlet / Deep State (more 
or less open cooperation with the local criminal and drug gangs, using the state authority for the sake 
of personal good by abusing the immunity culture of the security services representatives, for Deep 
State see Chapter 5. 3). Additionally, the former JITEM head, Veli Küçük (currently sentenced for life 
in prison), is said to have been involved in the so-called Susurluk scandal – probably the most serious 
political scandal of the 1990s. In short, in 1996 the Deputy of the Parliament, former Head of the 
Istanbul police and wanted terrorist and murderer Abdullah Catli with his mistress were found in the 
same car after the accident which was fatal for the better part of the crew. Interestingly, when the 
police arrived, not only did they find some rather suspicious fellow passengers but also found out that 
the trunk was filled with semi-automatic rifles and ammunition. Although the investigation led 
nowhere, Küçük is said to have been in lively contact with Catli, earning the reputation of the Deep 
State grey eminence. Recently, Küçük was prosecuted and jailed by the Güllenists-governed courts as 
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Working Group, this time called Cumhuriyet Çalışma Grubu (Republican Working 

Group – RWG). As in the late 1990s, the GIO created a gatekeeper within a 

gatekeeper’s office so as to gather intelligence about those who were perceived as 

Islamists and to organize pro-Kemalist actions (Jenkins 2009: 70). In the meanwhile, 

many of the secular army officers were waiting for the command of action. In 

interesting accordance with the theoretical reasoning of neoclassic realism (see 

Byman, Pollack: 2001), however, the personality of the leader did matter. In striking 

contradiction to his predecessors (e.g. Ismail Karadayi) and to the disdain of many of 

his subordinates, Hilmi Özkok, the new Chief of Staff, took surprisingly a conciliatory 

approach towards the JDP policies (Jenkins 2016: online). This temporary truce 

continued until 2006 when Özkok was succeeded by the secular-hardliner Yaşar 

Büyükanıt. 

In 2006, however, the mindset within the secular General Staff was changing with the 

officers realizing that using the hard power as they did in the 1980s would have hardly 

won them popular support. Nonetheless, there was an expectation that the assertive 

Büyükanıt, widely considered a political maverick, would keep the Islamists within 

the secular lines. Clearly the Islamist perceived Büyükanıt similarly. In 2005, the 

Dyarbakır’s Public prosecutor linked to the JDP accused Büyükanıt on rather bizarre 

grounds of being allegedly involved in the intelligence-orchestrated shootout in 

Eastern Turkey which resulted in deaths of civilians (the so-called Şemdinli Incident) 

(Jenkins 2009: 34-35). Although this clumsy attempt to prevent Büyükanıt to become 

a Chief of Staff did not work at all, the mere fact that a high military officer and 

publicly known candidate for the very top position of the military-bureaucratic 

secular pyramid, was prosecuted by the pro-Islamic state officer, marked 

a revolutionary tipping point in the republican history. It seemed that the former 

secular untouchables could be at least prosecuted, if not arrested. 

Importantly enough, Büyükanıt was appointed just one year prior to the termination 

of Sezer’s presidential term. Regardless of the tacit agreement that this would not be 

                                                      
a leading member of Ergekenon, the alleged umbrella organization of the Deep State’s (see below). So 
far, however, it has not been sufficiently proved that such an organization has actually ever existed 
(see below) (Jenkins 2009: 43-70). 
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an option, the JDP nominated Abdullah Güll in 2007 as a Presidential candidate. 

Notwithstanding his modern image Güll was unacceptable for the secularists, not 

least because his wife wore a hijab. As a result, the JDP nomination sparked massive 

protests in the secular urban centers (Ankara, Istanbul, Izmir etc.) which were as 

genuine as partly co-organized by the pro-Kemalist NGOs (Jenkins 2009: 40-50). In 

rather cumbrous reaction to the ongoing events, Büyükanıt posted an article on the 

military website in April 2007, arguing that Gül’s candidacy was observed closely by 

the army and, if successful, could spark serious consequences. (Villebatia 2009: 

online) Due to its on-line character, Büyükanıt’s action became later known as the E-

memorandum or E-coup. 

Büyükanıt as well as the other members of the General Staff had hoped that the  

E-memorandum together with the army reputation as the guardian of the order 

would lead to a massive decline in JDP’s popularity. Nevertheless, the events set off 

the opposite trajectory causing rather a serious harm to the reputation of Büyükanıt. 

In the meantime, the secular RPP was obstructing Gül’s candidacy in the Parliament. 

Facing a numerical deadlock49, Erdoğan called for early elections. In July 2007, JDP 

won a landslide victory, gaining 46.6 % of votes. Subsequently, Abdullah Gül was 

elected President of Turkey on 28 August 2007 (Jenkins 2016: online). For the first 

time in the republican history, the Turkish President as well as the Prime Minister 

were pious Muslims with ideological roots in 1970s radical political Islam of 

Necmettin Erbakan. The legislative as well as the executive power were in the hands 

of the periphery. 

From 2007 onwards, the Islamists were gradually gaining self-confidence, knowing 

that their relative position vis-à-vis the urban secular segment is stronger than ever 

before. Simultaneously, following the not very effective E-memorandum, the 

strongest secular power center – the General Staff, was experiencing a heavy 

reputation hit as the electorate did not listen the good advice. Step by step, the JDP 

                                                      
49 On 1 May 2007, for the first time in the republican history, the Constitutional Court decided that for 
the Presidential elections, two thirds of the Deputies have to participate in the vote. Of course, the 
secular opposition (RPP) did not participate at all and effectively blocked the Presidential elections 
(Jenkins 2008: 7). Interestingly, together with the E-memorandum, the Constitutional Court decision 
and the RPP resistance represented a connected chain of the secular anti-Islamic activities which took 
place in 2007 (Author’ note). 
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challenged the secular symbols eventually deciding to overtly attack one of the key 

symbols of Kemalist way of secularism – the headscarf ban. Being introduced by 

Atatürk, the ban for women to wear hijab in official places had always been a thorn 

in the eye of the JDP as approximately 90% of the JDP female voters were hijab users 

(Jenkins 2008: 8; Jenkins 2016: online). Addressing the core electorate and 

consciously challenging the secular norms, the JDP prepared the Constitutional 

amendments in 2008 which allowed females to wear hijabs at universities. 

Remarkably weakened by Gül’s successful candidacy, the Kemalists retaliated in 

March 2008 as the hard-line secularist Public prosecutor, Abdurrahman Yalçınkaya, 

proposed a ban of the JDP to the Constitutional Court on the grounds of the 

notoriously known suspicion that the party became a focal point of anti-secular 

activities (Güncelleme 2008: online). Moreover, Yalçınkaya suggested seventy-one 

politicians to be banned from politics for five years. Quite radically, the list included 

the Prime Minister Erdoğan [sic], President Abdullah Gül [sic], and the Speaker of the 

Parliament, Bülent Arinc. As a proof of Erdoğan’s alleged anti-secular activities, 

Yalçınkaya presented a list of his public speeches where he refers to the need of the 

headscarf ban annulation. (Ibid.) In the midst of the highly polarized environment, 

the Constitutional Court, always perceived as a secularist stronghold, decided to 

initiate a trial. 

It is worthy to note that between 1960 and 2008 the Constitutional Court banned 26 

political parties. Apart from the Kurdish parties, the entities were usually banned for 

representing a threat to the secular character of the state. Put simply, many parties 

in history of Turkey were prosecuted because they were perceived as agents of the 

periphery / political Islam. Therefore, although now fully controlling the executive, 

the JDP representatives were puzzled, not being sure what to expect. Firstly, the 

development had not been favorable for the Islamists as on 5 July 2008 the 

Constitutional Court annulled the headscarf amendments made by JDP. Nevertheless, 

the societal changes which had taken place since 2002 did not miss even the highly 

conservative (in Kemalist sense) Constitutional judges. Thus on 30 July, the Court 

ruled that the JDP had become the center of anti-secular activities but was missing 

one more vote to win the qualified majority – only six out of the eleven judges voted 
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for the JDP to be abolished closure. However, still aiming to eliminate the party’s 

influence, the Constitutional Court decided that the JDP will be financially penalized 

with $20 million50 (Celep 2012: 372-286). Trying to avert an even deeper division of 

the society, the Constitutional judges probably fended off the potential violence in 

the streets stemming from the JDP ban. 

Unfortunately, the decision of the Constitutional Court did ameliorate the situation 

for the short term only. As Jenkins puts it: “The verdict put an end to months of 

uncertainty and averted what had threatened to be the country’s worst political crisis 

in a generation. But it did not resolve the deep divisions in Turkish society over the 

role of religion in the public life” (Jenkins 2008:5). The decision was also another prove 

of the growing influence of the JDP which became the first party accused of being a 

focal point of anti-secular activities which have not been closed. 

In this atmosphere, Ilker Başbuğ replaced Büyükanıt as the Chief of Staff on 28 August 

2008. Less impulsive, nevertheless a devoted Kemalist, Başbuğ made it clear in his 

very first speech that the army was ready to use all means possible to protect the 

secular character of the regime. One day later the wife of Osman Paksüt, the 

Constitutional judge who had investigated JDP few months earlier was labelled as 

a suspect in the alleged ultranationalist / Deep State plot against the state. 

Interestingly enough, the investigation was led by the Police Departments and lower 

courts which were known for not being controlled by the secular forces (Jenkins 2008: 

10). By that time no one expected that the accusation of Paksüt’s wife was only a 

small metastasis of the biggest politically motivated trial in Turkish history. After the 

first conclusions were made public, the secular forces and the army in particular 

stood virtually paralyzed, outclassed by the decisiveness and political power of the 

former Others. The plotting organization which should have allegedly been 

discovered got a name Ergenekon. 

                                                      
50 Indeed, the Constitutional judges made it clear that any other ambition to allow the headscarf would 
lead to the ban of the party. Given the fact that seven of the judges should stay in their positions until 
2013, they were quite confident that they effectively stopped JDP’s anti-secular activism without 
sparking popular unrest (Jenkins 2008: 9). 
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Originally, a mythological valley in Central Asia from which the Turkic tribes are said 

to have been led by the grey she-wolf before they could finally settle in Central 

Anatolia, the very name of Ergenekon has often been used in the ultranationalist and 

hard-core secular discourses. Indeed, the grey wolf’s foot had been, since Türkeş’ 

times, a label of ultranationalist groups which earned their nickname – the Grey 

wolves during the bloody left-right struggles in the 1970s (Jenkins 2009: 43-44). 

Therefore, it was implicitly clear that the supposed members of the Ergenekon 

organization would not be a particular supporters of political Islam or its neo-Islamic 

modifications. 

First of all, it has not been sufficiently proved until now that the Ergenekon actually 

ever existed. Being perceived as the Turkish Mani Pulite by the traditional electorate, 

many of the secularists believe that the whole process had been fabricated by neo-

Islamists in order to eliminate the power of the secularist army (Jenkins 2009: 10, 63). 

One way or another, a critical decrease of the army’s influence and political power of 

secularist was the main result. Secondly, there is a grave lack of reliable resources 

covering the Ergenekon case. To the knowledge of the author of this thesis, only 

Jenkins approached this topic in a comprehensive scholar-like way. Therefore, and 

also because of the great amount of the half-truths, conspiratorial and otherwise 

biased information, which are making any kind of serious analysis of the issue (for 

those who are not fluent in Turkish) extremely hard, this thesis accepts Jenkins as the 

only authoritative source of information regarding the Ergekenon investigation. 

Very briefly, between 2008 and 2009, the Turkish police launched several rounds of 

raids which resulted into the detention of dozens of people who were said to be 

a part of the Deep State (see Chapter 5.3) umbrella terroristic organization called 

Ergenekon which should, together with other widespread criminal agenda, strive to 

oust the JDP government from power. Majority of the detained were either known 

for being ultranationalist or hard-core secularist. Nevertheless, the police also 

detained several public intellectuals and writers who were known for their secular 

worldviews but could hardly be considered radical or dangerous. Regardless of these 

specifics, the prosecution was first supported by the general public as a necessary 

step in the country’s democratization. However, it soon became clear that, rather 
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than criminal plotting, the only common denominator of many of the suspects was 

their opposition against the JDP (Jenkins 2009: 1-10, Esayan 2013: 29). While the first 

phase of police activities frightened the urban secularist, the following waves aimed 

higher. 

In an unprecedented move, the police units which were said to have been controlled 

by the sympathizers of the spiritual leader Fethullah Güllen, detained former high-

ranking officers of the Turkish army. As the shocked General Staff51 did not react at 

first, the officers were taken into custody and accused of being involved in plotting 

against the government and planning murders of the cabinet members. Until then, 

the Ergekenon case showed many flaws in the leading of the investigation, 

nevertheless, the existence of a covert-like organization was more or the less 

accepted as a real fact. Nevertheless, the prosecutors as well as the pro-JDP press 

gradually switched to the plethora of unproved and often rather eccentric 

accusations, blaming the alleged Ergenekon members of virtually every terrorist 

crime which had occurred in Turkey since the beginning of the 1990s (Hale 2013: 143; 

Jenkins 2009: 60-63, Esayan 2013: 30; Güncelleme 2008: online). Regardless of the 

fact that the indictments were based on highly dubious and often clearly 

conspiratorial grounds, Erdoğan as well as other JDP politicians repeatedly publicly 

supported the prosecution (Birand 2009: online). 

Only one year before the Ergenekon case became the main topic of the tabloids, Yücel 

Bozdağlıoğlu, a Turkish scholar, accurately pointed out that: “…the military, the 

judiciary, and the political elite, all of which remain devoted to secularism and to 

Turkey’s Western orientation. These institutions…together constitute the most 

important obstacles of Islamist. Therefore it can be argued that Turkish domestic and 

foreign policy in future will depend on the distribution of power among these groups” 

(Bozdağlıoğlu 2007: 72). While the 2007 national elections together with Gül’s 

successful presidential candidacy secured executive hegemony for the JDP, the 

                                                      
51 On June 24 2008, before being officially named a Chief of Stuff, Ilker Başbuğ hold an official meeting 
with the Prime Minister Erdoğan. Contrary to the rumors, Başbuğ resolutely dismissed the allegations 
that he was informed about the arresting prior the former military commanders were taken into 
custody (Güncelleme 2008b: online). 
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Ergenekon prosecution frightened the secularist and embarrassed the General Staff 

which silently observed the high-ranking generals being taken into custody. 

This thesis argues that these events adjusted the balance of power between the 

secular and traditional segments. Unprecedentedly, since 2009, there have been no 

key center of power in Turkey, apart from the Constitutional Court, controlled by the 

secular forces. Contrary to the history of the Kemalist republic, the domestic politics 

was in the hands of the former periphery which was, however, quickly adjusting the 

cognitive framework of we-ness and other-ness within the Turkish society. 

6.4 Foreign Policy towards Central Asia in 2000s: Out of the Central Orbit 

Contrary to the previous decade, the Turkic states ceased to be a priority of the TFP 

towards Central Eurasia in the 2000s. Regardless of numerous analyses which 

emphasized the 1990s economic instability of Turkey as the main cause of the 

decision makers having resigned on the ambitious regional policies even before the 

JDP came to power, the identity dimension should not be overlooked. Importantly, 

the actor’s identity is not an outcome of his perception only. Actually, identity 

formation is a process of mutual influence in which actor’s self-ascribed identity 

claims are complemented with the way in which he is recognized by the others. 

Commenting on the period of Davutoğlu being a Foreign Affairs advisor (2003–2009), 

Ulgen aptly concludes: “…Turkey’s relations with the countries of Central Asia have 

not improved. These strongly secular regimes continue to view JDP government as a 

backer of Islamic-leaning political movements” (Ulgen 2009: 15). In remarkable 

compliance with the theory of social constructivism, this also implies that, except of 

the ethnical and linguistic ties promoted during the 1990s, the secular identity of the 

decision makers helped Turkey to approximate the Central Asian region. 

As it has been shown, rather than the ethnicity and language, the JDP elites tended 

to use the Islamic symbols as the main point of reference. Together with the changes 

in the leadership of Turkey’s ultranationalist entities, the common Turkishness, so 

popular a decade earlier, was literally leaving the discourse (Hale 2013: 225). 

Naturally, this did not mean that Turkey overnight abandoned the Central Asian 

region. As we shall see, there was rather a significant change in the TFP priorities, 
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stemming both from the different identity of the JDP decision-makers and, even more 

importantly, from the application of Davutoğlu’s doctrine which, as this thesis has 

shown, prioritized the interactions with the Middle East. 

Metaphorically, TFP towards Central Asia during the 2000s could be described as the 

period of maintenance. Indeed, the education activities as well as the cultural 

exchange continued, but the interactions did not exceed what had already been 

established in the 1990s. Strikingly, as Bilgin and Bilgiç correctly remarked, it was not 

until 2007 when the JDP elaborated the official approach to the Turkic countries in 

the party’s program (Bilgin, Bilgiç 2013: 188). This is probably why Aydin describes 

TFP towards Central Asia since 2002 as the period of apparent  

non-interest (Aydin 2004: 17). This is clearly a significant shift in comparison with the 

above mentioned 1990s Turkish proposal to establish a union of Turkic states. 

By and large, the approach to the Turkic states lost its ethno-linguistic ideational 

touch as well as Pan-Turkism’ sentiments and became rather pragmatic. In 2000s, the 

amount of money the TICA had provided to the development aid grew significantly, 

reaching over seven hundred million dollars in 2007 (Aras, Fidan: 2002). 

Unfortunately, it is impossible to make any decisive evaluations as it is not very clear 

which part of the budget went to Transcaucasia and which to Central Asia. 

When it comes to the theoretical anchor of TFP towards Central Asia in 2000s the 

Davutoğlu’s Strategic Depth influence is clear, yet not that visible as it is the case of 

the Middle East. Regarding the Turkic states of Central Asia, The Strategic Depth 

doctrine was further developed by Davutoğlu’s colleague and current Head of NIO, 

Hakan Fidan52 (shortly also JDP Deputy) who explained the decreasing interest of 

Turkey in the Central Asian events from a geopolitical point of view. Building on 

Davutoğlu’s ideas, Fidan also understands Turkey as a central country which is said 

to possess the potential to influence regional as well as global politics. As it has been 

                                                      
52 My secret keeper, as he is called by Erdoğan, Fidan is currently the Head of the National Intelligence 
Organization, a post he returned to after a brief career of a JDP Deputy in the Parliament in 2015. In 
the past, Fidan served as the Deputy-Undersecretary of the Prime Minister between 2007 and 2010. 
From 2003 until 2007 Fidan was the director of TICA. In present days, Fidan is considered a highly 
influential person who has exceptionally close relations to the highest governmental echelons. In the 
past, many analysts believed that Fidan had been chosen by Erdoğan to be his political successor. 
(Aljazeera 2013: online) (Middleeastey 2015: online). 



105 

shown, the central country is defined as the agenda setter, not the agenda receiver. 

What Fidan emphasized was what he calls a wave approach. Fidan, also a political 

scientist by training, understands Turkey’s geopolitical space as being divided into 

four zones in a circle-like model. Importantly for this thesis, in each of these zones, 

Turkey should possess a different level of influence (Fidan 2010: 110). This wave / 

zone approach which is built on the assumptions of the Strategic Depth serves as an 

explanation of Turkey’s limited activism in the region. 

According to Fidan, while the first zone represents the neighbouring countries, the 

second zone is defined by the neighbouring regions. Consequently, the third zone 

covers the whole continent and the last, fourth zone, encompasses the globe as such. 

Under this framework, the majority of the Turkic states fall within the second zone. 

Crucially, the central country (Turkey) must maintain different policies and different 

strategies towards the particular zones because, as Fidan emphasizes, the more 

distant the country is from the center, the more energy the center must spend so as 

to enforce / influence any particular policies. In his own words: “…Central Asia is 

located in the second wave because it is located in a geography where Turkey’s 

potential influence decrease to 50 percent in comparison to the first wave” (Fidan 

2010: Ibid). Whether the wave / zone theory represent a genuine mindset of JDP 

foreign policy planers or rather serves as courteous explanation of why JDP’s Turkey 

did not show much interest in the Central Asia is unclear, nevertheless, it comes 

crystal clear that the relevance of the Central Asia for the TFP decreased in the period 

of 2000s. 

Contrary to the e. g. Arabic world (see below), the Turkic states were no longer 

considered a key space for Turkish regional ambitions. Although the decline of 

interest was not accompanied by any negative consequences, it was observable that 

the 1990s euphoria was gone. As it has been shown, the Strategic Depth doctrine is 

identitary and geopolitically biased towards the Middle East. In the case of the 

Central Asian states, the identitary element has been missing in the 2000s. In addition, 

the region was also moved from being close (discourse of 1990s) to being distant 

(discourse of wave / zone approach of 2000s). 
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6.5 Foreign Policy towards the Middle East in 2000s: Externalization of 

the Strategic Depth Doctrine 

This thesis already proved that since the establishment of the secular republic in 1923, 

the Middle East had never been a priority of TFP. During the Kemalist culture 

revolution in the 1920s, the region was effectively ordered to be forgotten by the 

Kemalist elites. Both the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire and the abolishment of 

the Caliphate served as a demonstration of the new Western identity of national state 

of Turkey. In compliance with one of the Young Turks maxim there was no civilization 

but the Western one. Of course, in this Manichaean view, the Middle East was 

understood in the simplified form as the inherently backward and rigidly religious 

East. Indeed, the negative perception was only strengthened by the Arabic 

insurgencies at the end of WWI (Altunışık 2009: 172-176). Therefore, the Arabs were 

deliberately portrayed not only as backward but also as treacherous (see also chapter 

3.1). 

This top-down denouncement of the common Islamic past was supported by the 

Kemalist also in order to stimulate the new official ideology of Turkishness which was 

only skin-deep rooted amongst the Anatolian population. It has been also shown that, 

given the limited foreign policy independence stemming from the Cold War reality, 

the relations towards the Middle East largely stagnated until the 1980s. Even though 

the Özal era of the 1980s raised the Neo-Ottoman discourse, the 1990s identity 

conflict between the military-bureaucratic elite and Erbakan’s way of political Islam 

took, to a large extent, the Middle Eastern region as its hostage (Bozdağlıoğlu 2008: 

62-67; Yavuz 1997: 30-35). Therefore, the TFP activism towards the Middle East, 

which started in 2002 and was boosted in 2007 when the JDP managed to dominate 

the executive and legislative power, was quite revolutionary. 

In the 2000s, TFP had been prominently executed by three key JDP figures. The 

Foreign Minister and since 2007 the President, Abdullah Güll, the Prime Minister, 

Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, and the foreign policy advisor to the Prime Minister and since 

2009 Minister of Foreign Affairs, Ahmet Davutoğlu (Hale 2009: 143-150; Önis 2009: 

53). As it has been shown, both Güll and Erdoğan were long-term followers of the 
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Erbakan’s way of political Islam with firm religious background. Regarding their 

relations with the Kemalist secular regime it is worthy to repeated that Erdoğan was 

a political victim of the so-called Postmodern coup of 1997 as he was shortly 

imprisoned by the secularist and banned from the politics, although the accusation 

was based on highly dubious grounds (Bozdağlıoğlu 2009: 69) (see also chapter 5.3 

and 6.3). Finally, Davutoğlu was a successful IR’s academic known for his Islamic 

leanings who, in his influential geopolitical works, clearly prioritized the Middle East 

as the key region Turkey must interact with for the sake of her regional supremacy 

and global relevance (see also chapter 6.1 and 6.2). 

Therefore, since 2002 the military-bureaucratic secular elites were concerned with 

the potential impact of the JDP leader’s Islamic ideational background on the 

articulation of the TPF. Clearly, the possibility of the Middle Easternization of the 

foreign affairs was understood as a threat within the secular circles (Önis 2011: 49). 

Although this Middle Eastern switch materialized more intensively only since 2007 

onwards with JDP monopolizing the political power, the secular prognosis was 

basically right. Describing the period prior the 2007, the sober-minded analyst Ziya 

Önis acknowledges that: “The Middle East and the Arab world nevertheless have 

become the focal point of Turkish foreign policy efforts which is quite extraordinary 

by the standards of previous Turkish governments” (Önis 2011: 50). Importantly, this 

TFP reorientation coincided with the changes Turkey was facing at the domestic level 

where the traditional segment representing by the JDP was gradually seeking the 

upper hand vis-à-vis former secular power strongholds. 

Yücel Bozdağlıoğlu, a Turkish scholar, understands the strengthening of the Middle 

Eastern affiliation in the optic of an identity researcher: “The main reason for this 

(Middle Eastern preference) lies in the prominence of ideological concerns in the JDP’s 

foreign policy. Even though the JDP program (2008) emphasize the significance of 

Turkey’s ties with the European Union, the United States, NATO and the Central Asian 

Turkic republics, it attributes special importance to Turkey’s relations with Islamic 

countries” (Bozdağlıoğlu 2009: 69). Of course this should be understood as the 

Strategic Depth in praxis. 
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Indeed, since 2003 Davutoğlu was able to work on externalization of his academic 

reasoning. After seven years of intellectually supervising the TFP, Davutoğlu could 

consider himself a successful example of theoretic who has managed to transfer his 

philosophy into the material reality. As one of the main messages of the Strategic 

Depth doctrine was a criticism of the Kemalist restraint towards the Middle East, the 

Ülgen’s evaluation written in 2010 is a good benchmark of the Davutoğlu’s behind 

the scenes influence: “Today Prime Minister Erdoğan is arguably the most popular 

political figure in the Arab World” (Ülgen 2010: 7). Indeed, this is quite unique result 

in the region which the majority of the Turkish elites preferred to ignore for nearly 

eighty years. 

Although the externalization of the Strategic Depth could surely be observed in more 

dimensions and fields, this chapter examines the TFP 2000s activism towards the 

Middle Eastern regional organizations, Arab (Palestinian)-Israeli conflict, and bilateral 

relations with the specific neighboring Muslim states (Syria, Iran) in order to clarify 

the hypotheses that the Turkish involvement in the Middle Eastern affairs 

significantly intensified under the JDP political leadership. 

In the Strategic Depth, Ahmet Davutoğlu openly criticized the ostentatious Kemalist 

disregard and general non-interest in the Middle East (see Chapter 6.2). 

Simultaneously, calling it a lost opportunity, Davutoğlu proposed pro-active 

networking and regional involvement as the right way to follow. It is exactly this 

context in which Turkey’s growing activism within the Organization of Islamic 

Conference (OIC) took place. Since 2002, Turkey had consciously stimulated her 

efforts in the formerly neglected OIC which culminated in 2005 by successful lobbying 

of the Turkish professor, Ekmeleddin Mehmet İhsanoğlu, into the position of the 

Secretary General – a post he managed to maintain for three consecutive periods 

(Altunışık 2009: 188; Aras 2009: 134). This thesis argues that İhsanoğlu’s naming 

supports the claim that since 2002, the TFP activism in the Middle East was no longer 

a taboo, but rather a preferential policy. 

By all means, cautious readers of Davutoğlu’s works could forecast this development. 

In his well-known statement, the Foreign Affairs advisor embodied both his disdain 

for the Kemalist restrain towards the region as well as his key opinion that the TFP 
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activism in the Middle East was necessary: “No political problem in the region can be 

resolved without Ottoman archives that Turkey inherited but did not pay due respect 

to” (Davutoğlu in Altunışık 2009: 189). Clearly, this discourse shows that Davutoğlu 

ideational background did not draw upon Kemalist / secular sources. 

Interestingly enough, TFP under the JDP did not push for regional activism only 

through the already existing entities. Extraordinarily for Turkey, the decision-makers 

even decided to establish a new regional body. Aiming to provide support to post-

invasion Iraq, the JDP created the Iraq Neighbors Forum which was made up of the 

Ministers of the Foreign Affairs and the Ministers of Interior of the neighboring 

countries of Iraq. Before 2009, the Forum held eleven informal and three formal 

meetings. Moreover, Turkey also actively promoted the Iraqi’s crisis solution-finding 

through other regional bodies, such as the Arab League (AL) (Aras 2009: 138). Again, 

the fact that remembering the Ottoman relevancy resulted in the establishment of 

a new Middle Eastern regional entity is exceptional, given the fact that since the 

Baghdad’s pact fiasco in 1957 (see chapter 5.5), the secular elites generally avoided 

the involvement in the Middle Eastern regional organizations. 

Apart from the involvement in regional organizations, Turkey also became highly 

interested in playing an important role in the Arabic (Palestinian)-Israeli conflict. 

Certainly, an ambitious goal for the country with limited experiences in this sort of 

services. Surely enough, similar goal would be a complete anathema for the Kemalists 

(Hale 2009: 143-150). In the JDP vision, the Turkish mediation of the Arabic 

(Palestinian)-Israeli conflict should enhance Turkey’s regional importance. 

Nevertheless, regardless of initial successes, the JDP representatives were not able 

to depart from their own ideational backgrounds and thus fail to fulfil the basic 

requirement of every mediator which is to actually be neutral. Thus the growing 

popularity of the JDP in the streets of the Middle East was only made possible on the 

expenses of the Strategic (secular) Alliance with Israel. Amongst the issues with 

complicated the Turkish-Israeli relations were the too much unilateral and too much 

ambitious Turkish decisions which were done under the mediation umbrella. For 

example, since 2006, Davutoğlu has met Khaled Mashal, the wanted leader of Hamas, 
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once in Istanbul and two times in Syria (Aras 2009: 136; Bozdağlıoğlu 2009: 70). 

Consequently, these meetings were vigorously criticized by Israeli authorities. 

When it comes to the Syrian-Israeli dispute, the Turkish mediation efforts were 

effectively dumped by the 2008 Israeli raid into Gaza (operation Cast Lead), launched 

only a few days after a significant advancement was reached at the meeting between 

Erdoğan and Ehud Olmert, the Israeli Prime Minister, in Istanbul (Önis 2011: 50-52). 

More importantly, from the purposes of this thesis, the manner in which Erdoğan 

made his public criticism at the Davos forum in 2009 showed how much the identity 

of the decision-makers could matter in the realm of the international politics. 

Sitting next to the Shimon Peres, the Israeli President and thus a highest 

representative of the Strategic Ally [sic], Erdoğan commented on the Cast Lead 

operation in his famous and quite idiosyncratic “one minute” speech53: “President 

Peres, you are older than I am and you have a very strong voice. I feel that you perhaps 

feel a bit guilty and that is why you have been so strong in your words, so loud. Well, 

when it comes to killing you know this job very well. I remember the children who died 

on the beaches. I remember two former Prime Ministers in your country who told that 

they felt very happy when they were able to enter the Palestine on tanks” (Erdoğan in 

YouTube a 2009: online), (Erdoğan in YouTube b 2009: online). Indeed, this could be 

hardly a vocabulary of the mediating aspirant. 

Critically, several conclusions are of particular importance for the purposes of this 

thesis. Firstly, the prioritization of the Muslim Middle Eastern countries went so far 

that Turkey’s decision makers did not hesitate to verbally attack their official 

Strategic Ally. Certainly a development which would not have been imaginable in the 

1990s, taking into account the fact that the secularist also understood the Turkish-

Israeli relations as a confirmation of their own secular identity. Secondly, the effort 

to become a mediator again nothing but a Strategic Depth doctrine in practice. Of 

course, through successful mediation of the protracted conflict, Turkey aimed to 

enhance her influence over the region which Davutoğlu considered at once Rimland 

                                                      
53 There are numerous translations of the speech. While some differ significantly, some vary in detail. 
For the purposes of this thesis, two translations were used in order enhance the level of objectivity 
(Author’s note). 
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and Heartland (see chapter 6.2) and therefore crucial for making his country a global 

actor. 

Together with the regional institutions and the Arab (Palestinian)-Israeli conflict 

mediation, Turkey has also become unprecedentedly active in bilateral relations with 

her Middle Eastern Muslim neighbors. In doing so, Turkey’s decision-makers were 

applying the principles of the Strategic Depth doctrine, namely the publicly well-

known zero-problem with neighbors (Önis 2011: 49-50). This thesis will briefly discuss 

the bilateral etente with Syria and Iran, two states with which Kemalist Turkey 

traditionally had strained relations. 

When it comes to Turkish-Syrian relations in the era of 2000, it must be emphasized 

that the diplomatic deadlock of the 1990s would have probably not been ever solved 

had in not been for the Adana agreement signed in 1998. This arrangement 

effectively destroyed the PKK safe harbors in Syria and forced its leader, Abdullah 

Öcalan, to find temporary rescue in Moscow (Altunisik, Martin 2012: 576). 

Nonetheless, although the relations had been improving since 1999 onwards, they 

only reached a remarkable significance with the JDP coming to power.  

Indeed, having the longest common border as well as experiencing various types of 

diplomatic skirmishes (short of war) in the past, Syria was a natural candidate for the 

zero-problem with neighbor’s laboratory. Of course, for Davutoğlu, Syria also 

represented the open doors to the wider Arabic world. Notwithstanding the soft-

power successes like the growing popularity of the Turkish soap operas amongst the 

Syrian population, the bilateral relations witnessed an unprecedented growth of 

inter-state interactions from 2002 onwards (Hale 2009: 143-150). Besides the other 

diplomatic tools, the high-level state visits gained particular popularity. 

In 2004, Bashar Al Assad, the younger son of the Lion of Damascus Hafiz Al Assad, 

became the first Syrian President in history to visit Turkey. In response, Turkish Prime 

Minister, Erdoğan, flew officially to Damascus in the same year. As a result of these 

visit, the two countries signed the Free Trade Agreement still in the 2004. Additionally, 

the series of the high-level cooperation continued in 2005 when Turkish President 

Sezer, turning a deaf ear on the US warnings, decided to visit Syria as well. The 
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bilateral relation culminated following the JDP landslide victory of the general 

elections in 2007. Between 2006 and 2010, the Turkish export to Syria grew by four 

times. Even more significantly, in 2009, both countries launched a visa free regime. 

On top of that all, the Turkish and Syrian governments hold a joint meeting in the 

same year and, quiet extraordinarily, Erdoğan and Assad also enjoyed together a 

private holiday (Phillips 2012: online). Obviously, the Turkish-Syrian relations could 

hardly experience more significant bilateral U-turn than they did in the era of the 

2000s. 

In striking contradiction to the 1990s strategic doctrine, Turkey carried out a joint 

military training with Syrian troops in April 2009. Not surprisingly, the goals of the 

Strategic Depth doctrine were pursued even more vigorously in May 2009 when 

Davutoğlu moved from the Foreign Affairs advisor to the position of the Minister of 

Foreign Affairs. Again under his intellectual leadership Turkey and Syria, accompanied 

with Jordan and Lebanon, signed the agreement of the so-called Levant Quartet with 

ambitious goal to develop a Middle Eastern European Union (Kurtaran 2012: online). 

This development confirms the change of the TPF priorities towards the Central 

Eurasia, comparing the Levant Quartet with the early 1990s when, as it has been 

shown, Turkish decision-makers dreamed about the creation of the Union of the 

Turkic states. 

While his predecessors understood the Turkish natural space as being situated in 

between the Adriatic see and Great Wall of China, Davutoğlu comments on the 

Levant Quartet at the Turkish-Arab economic forum in Istanbul again shows how 

significant change the TFP has undergone: “The Turkish and Arab world has the 

world’s most important strategic zone, from Kars to Morocco and Mauritania, from 

Sinop to the southeast part of Sudan to the equator, from the Bosphorus to the Gulf 

of Aden and the Dardanelles. We want turn this into the zone of economic integration 

and grand area of welfare” (Davutoğlu quoted in Kurtaran 2012: online). Clearly, 

Davutoğlu was observing the externalization of his own philosophy. Turkey was more 

close to the Middle East that ever in the republican history. 

Notably, when pursuing their Middle Eastern regional ambition, the Turkish decision-

makers did not hesitate to follow a trajectory which obviously clash with the strategic 
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concerns of her official partners. Naturally, the strengthening of the Turkish-Syrian 

relations was not warmly welcomed neither in Washington nor in Tel Aviv (Hale 2013: 

235). In fact, the growing independence and assertiveness of the TFP towards the 

Middle East could be observed in more cases. Particularly, the Turkish-Iranian 

bilateral relations from 2002 onwards represents a good example of the TFP activism 

accompanied by the highlighted identitary closeness. 

Not much surprisingly, the secular elites did not share the same worldviews as the 

Iranian revolutionaries of the 1979. Ever since, Ankara had been cautious towards 

the overtly Islamic neighbor. Indeed, the presence of the Iranian Ambassador to 

Turkey at the so-called Sincan incident (see chapter 5.3) was amongst the factors 

which eventually led to the Postmodern coup of the 28th February. Consequently, the 

Ambassador was expelled from the country, suspected of being involved in the 

activities which aimed to undermine the secular character of the regime. On the 

contrary, the post 2002 period witnessed an impressive improvement of bilateral 

relations (Ünver 2012: online). Regardless both Turkey and Iran traditionally aspired 

to the regional hegemony, the Strategic Depth and the zero-problem with neighbors 

were stronger than the realpolitik rivalry. 

After the general elections in 2002, the Iranian government applauded the JDP 

victory, emphasizing the background of the party leaders (Hürriyet Daily News 2002: 

online). Given the specific nature of the US-Iranian relations, the Turkish-Iranian 

approximation was further fueled in 2003 by the TGNA’s decision not to authorize 

the opening of the second front on the border with Northern Iraq (Hale 2013:  

241-242). Of course, the JDP popularity grew not only on Arabic but also on the 

Persian streets. 

The sympathies were mutual. Subsequently, Turkish decision makers had decided to 

test the presumed central country qualities and ambitiously tried to become the 

agenda setter through Iranian strained relations with the outside world. Impressively, 

turkey opted for delicate goal of mediating the Iranian nuclear program. Suddenly, 

both the Prime Minister Erdoğan and the President Gül started to portray the Iranian 

nuclear ambitions in rather emphatic terms, questioning the conventional wisdom 
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that Iran strives for developing weapons of mass destruction (Lesser 2004: 5-12). 

Again in contradiction with the strategic concerns of most of her partners. 

Additionally, after rather troublesome Iranian presidential elections in 2009, Turkey’s 

politicians were among the first who congratulate the Iranian President Ahmadinejad 

for maintaining his position (Hale 2013: 242). Interestingly enough, Erdoğan is also 

said to get used to call the President of Iran, Mahmud Ahmadinejad, as brother 

(Ünver 2012: online). This constitutes another confirmation of the shift in the 

perception between the we-ness and otherness. 

Somehow, the culmination of the TFP independence was symbolized through the 

bilateral relations with Iran. Interestingly enough, it was also trough the foreign policy 

towards Iran that Turkish central country like regional and global activism overlapped. 

On 9 June 2010, Turkey as a non-permanent member of the Security Council of the 

United Nations (UN) decided not to follow the suit of the western countries and NATO 

members and did not vote for the prolonging and widening of the sanction regime 

against Iran (BBC 2010: online; Özarkan 2012: online). Thus Turkey accentuated that, 

in the course of her quest for the Middle Eastern dominancy and the execution of the 

Strategic Depth doctrine, she is ready enough not only to apply active policies in the 

regional terms, but also to be assertive in the realm of the global international politics. 

Examining the period between 2002 and 2010, the last chapter showed that the JDP 

had been revolutionary successful in having the upper hand in the interactions  

vis-à-vis the secular strongholds of the state and that the changing balance of the 

domestic identity struggle was accompanied by the renaissance and strengthening of 

the Islamic / Neottoman discourses which had an impact on the articulation of foreign 

policy / geopolitical preferences. Importantly enough, this shift is clearly observable 

in the official TFP towards Central Eurasia where, contrary to the 1990s, the Middle 

Eastern region reach a prioritized position in comparison with the Turkic states of 

Central Asia. 
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Conclusion 

This diploma thesis focused on the analysis of Turkish foreign policy (TFP) towards 

Central Eurasia between 1991 and 2010. Generally, using the theoretical 

interconnections between modified social constructivism and Foreign Policy Analysis 

(FPA), this thesis aims to verify whether the domestic politics did matter in the 

formulation and execution of TFP towards the particular sub-regions of Central Asia 

and the Middle East.  

More specifically, this thesis examined the societal interactions in Turkish (Ottoman) 

society in order to detect the roots of the identity clash. Subsequently, the very focus 

of the analysis, the interconnection between the decision-makers’ identity and the 

TFP articulation, was placed in the period after 1991. Bearing in mind the 

constructivist maxim of the constitutive chain of identity / interest / behavior, this 

thesis has argued that the hegemonic power agents within the state do manifest 

(externalize) their identity in the realm of foreign policy. 

Secondly, drawing upon the insights of critical geopolitics, this thesis also aspires to 

identify geopolitical discourses and the so-called geopolitical metaphors which have 

been applied by the Turkish elites so as to approximate the above mentioned sub-

regions. Naturally, at this stage, the theoretical approaches were synthetized; the 

genesis and usage of the discourses / metaphors have been analyzed in relation to 

the identity of those who had formulated them. 

Overall, this thesis sought seeks to answer the following research questions. Has 

there been a significant change regarding the identity of the elites and decision 

makers in the time period between 1991 and 2010? If so, has this substitution had an 

impact on TFP towards Central Eurasia? Additionally, which geopolitical discourses 

and metaphors have been developed and used towards Central Eurasia until 2002 

and did they prioritize any of its sub-regions? Or rather, which geopolitical discourses 

and metaphors have been developed and used towards the region of Central Eurasia 

after 2002 and did they prioritize any of its sub-regions? And finally, what have been 

the sources (philosophical, ideational, or factual) of the prevailing geopolitical 

discourses? 
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Most importantly, this thesis demonstrates that the clash of identities has been 

a crucial element of the Turkish (Ottoman) societal relations, at least, since the first 

half of the 19th century. Striving to catch up with the Western development, the 

Ottoman modernizers sharpened the latent conflictual line between the center and 

the periphery. Rising the secular republic from the ashes of the defeated empire, 

Mustafa Kemal (Atatürk), the hard-core modernizer, has multiplied this cleavage. 

Clearly, it has been shown that the Kemalist Cultural Revolution had further 

encouraged the dichotomous character of polarized society. 

In a necessary simplification, following the 1920s rigid laicization of the otherwise 

religious population, the Turkish society was divided into social segments defined 

along the lines of their affiliation with the identitary sets of center / modern / secular 

and periphery / tradition / religiosity. Crucially, this division has had critical 

consequences for the understanding of the categories of we-ness and otherness and, 

therefore, also for the articulation of the TFP priorities. Indeed, it was the secular 

military-bureaucratic elite which originally held the reins of political power. Ordering 

collective amnesia on the Islamic past and launching westernization of the country, 

the Kemalists had hoped to build a national state which would be recognized as a 

part of the western self. Promoting this artificial forgetting of historical and cultural 

ties, the secularists had consciously created both domestic (religious periphery) and 

the traditional (Middle East) Others. 

Nevertheless, the political under-representation of the peripheral identity caused the 

social dynamic which had been continuously challenging the Kemalist regime. 

Gradually, as a result of the step-by-step democratization, secular elites were 

outmatched in electoral numbers, being effectively forced to rely on ad hoc 

interventions of the Kemalist army which, as the official guardian of Atatürk’s 

heritage, returned the power pendulum back to the secular segment. 

Eventually, the moderate advocates of the periphery approximated the 

establishment leaving the representation of the traditional segment on the growingly 

popular political Islam of Necmettin Erbakan. Throughout 1970s and 1980s, Erbakan’s 

radical anti-westernism and overt criticism of the secular order were becoming the 

main challenge for the political hegemony of the Kemalist regime. 
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Being aware of the fact that the minds of ordinary countrymen went largely 

untouched by the philosophy of hard-core positivists and therefore the rigidly secular 

Kemalism, the military elites opted for the ideological trust with moderate Islam. 

Creating the so-called Turkish-Islamic synthesis, the Kemalists hoped to establish a 

paternalistic religious framework which would finally link the modern and traditional 

identities. At the end of the day, they have not succeeded. 

Regardless of the almost decade-long de-politicization of the society which followed 

the military intervention of 12 March 1980, Erbakan, more often banned from public 

life than not, maintained his position of the speaker of the periphery, while 

simultaneously nurturing a new generation of Islamic politicians. Amongst the others, 

Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and Abdullah Gül were of particular importance. 

Following the breakup of the Soviet Union, the Kemalists lost the ratio of Turkey’s 

privileged position in Western structures (NATO) which partly served as a projection 

of the so desired westernized identity of the country. Together with the domestic 

economic and political turmoil, the 1990s in Turkey had been a period of utmost 

lability. Most significantly, the latent clash of identities resurrected with 

unprecedented vigor. Capitalizing on the general dissatisfaction with traditional 

politics, Erbakan’s Welfare party won the general elections in 1995 and, as 

a consequence of the rivalry within the secular camp, Erbakan maneuvered himself 

into the position of the Prime Minister in 1996. Strikingly, for the first time in its 

history, the secular republic was governed by the Islamic Others. 

In response to what they labelled as creeping Islamization, the Kemalist elites 

(namely the General Staff and National Security Council) stroke back on 28th February 

1997, orchestrating the so-called Postmodern Coup. Widely supported by the urban-

secular civil society, academia and unions, the military, quite undemocratically, 

cleansed Islam from the public sphere. Eventually, they effectively forced Erbakan to 

submit his resignation a few months later. 

Following the suit, the Constitutional Court, one of the secular strongholds, closed 

the Islamic Welfare party in 1998 on the basis of the notoriously known accusation 

that the party became a focal point of anti-secular activities. Moreover, Recep Tayyip 

https://cs.wikipedia.org/wiki/Recep_Tayyip_Erdo%C4%9Fan
https://cs.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abdullah_G%C3%BCl
https://cs.wikipedia.org/wiki/Recep_Tayyip_Erdo%C4%9Fan
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Erdoğan, a rising star of political Islam and the popular Mayor of Istanbul, was 

imprisoned and banned from politics. 

Finally, the General Staff established a special investigation body called the West 

Working Group (WWG). Led by Çevik Bir, the hard-line secularist Deputy to Chief of 

Staff, the WWG was deliberately created in order to gather information about state 

employees with potential Islamic leanings. Thus, the Kemalist elites managed to 

sustain their political hegemony throughout the 1990s identity clash. 

Frustrated by the lack of opportunity spaces, the younger generation of Islamists, led 

by Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and Abdullah Gül, split from Erbakan forming the Justice 

and Development Party (JDP) in 2001. Branding themselves post-Islamists with 

neoliberal economic leanings, the JDP politicians aimed to avoid repressions from the 

side of the military-bureaucratic elite. Partly as a result of the ongoing economic crisis, 

the JDP gained a landslide victory in the 2002 general elections. 

Concerned by the potential political dominance of the neo-Islamists, the secular 

camp, as usual, expected a military intervention. Nevertheless, due to the personal 

changes at the General Staff, the military retaliated as late as after 2006. Hence, the 

identity clash between the center / modern / secular and the periphery / tradition / 

religiosity continued. Contrary to the conventional expectations and historical 

experience, this time the Kemalists did not prevail. 

Seeking another landslide victory in the early elections of 2007, the JDP strengthened 

its position vis-à-vis the secular institutions of the state. Outsmarting the secular 

opposition, the neo-Islamists managed to elect Abdullah Güll the President of Turkey 

in the very same year. Thus, since 2007, the former Others effectively controlled the 

executive power of Turkey. 

Realizing their growing influence, the JDP politicians tried to challenge one of the 

symbols of the Kemalist regime and secular identity, by amending the headscarf law 

which had been introduced by Atatürk. In their last attempt to reverse the historical 

trajectory, the weakened Kemalists retaliated through the Constitutional Court. 

However, evaluating the closure of the JDP on the grounds that the party became 

https://cs.wikipedia.org/wiki/Recep_Tayyip_Erdo%C4%9Fan
https://tr.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C3%87evik_Bir
https://cs.wikipedia.org/wiki/Recep_Tayyip_Erdo%C4%9Fan
https://cs.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abdullah_G%C3%BCl
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a focal point of anti-secular activities, the Constitutional judges, by a margin of one 

vote, decided to charge the party with a financial penalty only. 

Having no similar restrain, the police forces and lower courts affiliated with the JDP 

launched a massive investigation in 2008 which resulted in numerous imprisonments 

of citizens with secular background. In 2009, in an unprecedented move, the police 

took former high-ranking military officers into custody. Regardless of the uncertainty 

about whether the so-called Ergenekon organization, whose members were said to 

be prosecuted, has ever existed, or at least exercised the ascribed almighty influence, 

the investigation did weaken the remnants of secular opposition significantly, 

including the once untouchable General Staff. 

In sum, the identity of key decision makers in the examined period differed. While in 

the 1990s the secular Kemalist elites protected the political hegemony of the center 

/ modern / secular segment, the post-2002 development revolutionary strengthened 

the representatives of the periphery / tradition / religiosity camp. Hence, the Others 

finally externalized themselves in the realm of domestic politics. 

More significantly, this thesis also clarified that the oscillating decision-makers’ 

identity had a decisive impact on the articulation and execution of TFP towards 

Central Eurasia. In this way, this thesis confirms the theoretical assumptions of the 

social constructivism / FPA synthesis. Moreover, this identity switch also influenced 

the geopolitical discourses as well as the geopolitical metaphors which had been 

applied to the sub-regions of Central Asia and the Middle East. 

In the early 1990s, building on the Kemalist tradition, the secular elites placed 

minimum emphasis on the Middle East, selecting Central Asia as the priority of TFP 

towards Central Eurasia. Drawing upon their identitary self-understanding, the 

Kemalists positioned themselves as the secular model for the newly independent 

Turkic states. Influenced by moderate Pan-Turkism, this unique enthusiasm 

instigated rather sentimental discursive statements in which the Turkish elites even 

called for the establishment of the Union of Turkic States. Interestingly, the key 

decision-makers (e. g. President Demirel) repeatedly emphasized that the natural 

space for Turkey is placed in between the Adriatic Sea and the Great Wall of China. 
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Throughout the interactions with the Turkic states of Central Asia, the secular elites 

promoted the idea of the alleged ethno-linguistic closeness. Simultaneously, they had 

generally avoided accentuating the religious (Islamic) commonalities. Remarkably, 

from the point of view of an identity researcher, this thesis shows that university 

internships and language courses became the most important components of TFP 

towards Central Asia in the 1990s. 

Seeking to enhance international relevance of Turkey in the post-Cold War era, the 

Turkish elites developed a bridge metaphor in order to approximate the Central Asian 

states. Analyzing the discursive statements makes it clear that the secular decision-

makers consider themselves a bridge in a geographic sense. In their view, Turkey was 

neither an eclectic identitary melting pot, nor an Islamic democracy, but a country 

which, thanks to her geographic uniqueness, could connect the West with the distant 

Central Asia. When it came to the value based evaluation, the bridge was a one way 

route, according to the secular elites. In this case, Turkey could offer her experience 

with western-like liberal democracy of free market economy; nevertheless, nothing 

was expected to be gained in return. 

Regarding the Middle East, the secular elites had been consciously neglecting the 

Arab countries in the 1990s, while simultaneously establishing firm relations with 

Israel. Later on, Ankara and Tel-Aviv formed a bilateral pact known as the Strategic 

(or secular) Alliance. Again in full accordance with the theoretical assumptions of the 

social constructivism / FPA syntheses, the TFP priorities towards Central Eurasia were 

briefly adjusted in 1996 with Necmettin Erbakan becoming the Prime Minister. 

Aiming to implement Muslim oriented foreign policy, Erbakan focused on the Muslim 

world in general and on the Arab countries of the Middle East in particular. Although 

the secular intervention quickly ousted him from power, his pioneering affinity to Iran 

and Syria as well as the creation of the D-8 group confirmed the fundamentally 

different trajectory of his identitary-based foreign policy reasoning in comparison 

with the Kemalist establishment. 

Nevertheless, the TFP preferences towards Central Eurasia changed following the 

general elections in 2002. Contrary to the previous decade, Central Asia was put aside 
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in the 2000s, while the Middle East was invented as the focal point of Turkey’s 

interest. The emerging new generation of neo-Islamist politicians has significantly 

reduced the secular discourses while fostering the new geopolitical imagination in 

which Turkey was positioned as a central country with natural value affinity towards 

the Muslim and, in particular, Arab countries. Indeed, this change coincided with the 

revolutionary development at the domestic level described above. 

This thesis proves that the geopolitical shift was based on the influential Strategic 

Depth doctrine developed by Ahmet Davutoğlu, the IR professor with Islamic leanings. 

According to the Strategic Depth doctrine which gradually became the official foreign 

policy doctrine of the governing JDP, Turkey was a natural adept for regional 

hegemony and global relevance given her Islamic identity, Ottoman past, and the 

alleged quality of being a central country. 

In order to reach this assumed centrality, the decision-makers prioritized the 

interactions with the Middle East because, in Davutoğlu’s geopolitical thought, this 

sub-region represented both Turkish Heartland and Rimland, being thus described as 

the condicio sine qua non in seeking the goals of the Strategic Depth. 

Evidently, between 2002 and 2010 the TFP reality mirrored with the Strategic Depth’s 

geopolitical reasoning. Importantly, this thesis proves, that in this period TFP towards 

the Middle East flourished extraordinarily both at the bilateral level (e.g. Syria and 

Iran) and at the level of regional organizations (OIC, AL, Iraq Neighbors Forum, or 

Levant Quartet). 

Simultaneously, TFP towards Central Asia stagnated. Later, this interests-

deterioration in the affairs of the Turkic states was theoretically covered by the 

current head of civil Intelligence, Hakan Fidan, in his idiosyncratic modification of the 

Strategic Depth reasoning which he called a wave approach. 

Moreover, in the period of the 2000s, the neo-Islamists gradually adjusted the official 

understanding of the we-ness and otherness categories. In a direct contradiction to 

the Kemalist restrain on the Arab world as well as the secular maxim of becoming a 

part of the West, the JDP politicians deliberately linked the country’s identity with 

the Middle East, portraying the former Ottoman lands as the actual Turkish Self. 
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In sum, while in the 1990s Central Asia became a priority of TFP towards Central 

Eurasia, in the era of the 2000s the preference was switched to the Middle East. 

While in the 1990s the geopolitical metaphor of a bridge was applied in 

a geographical sense and if used in a normative way than based on the recognizably 

western values, the 2000s geopolitical metaphor of a central country was an official 

value based concept drawing predominantly upon the variable of the common faith 

(Islam). 

Interestingly, the conclusions of those who claim that the bridge metaphor did not 

leave the discourse in the 2000s follow the logic of the above. According to their 

opinion, the metaphor sustained; however, its meaning has shifted radically. Basically, 

bridging the continents (geographical metaphor) switched to bridging the civilizations 

(value based metaphor). Moreover, within this civilization discourse, JDP 

representatives consciously identified themselves with the Islamic (Middle Eastern) 

civilization. Certainly a move which could not be expected from the secular Kemalist 

establishment of the 1990s. 

In the 19th century, Abdullah Cevdet, a prominent intellectual of the Young Turks 

movement, Abdullah Cevdet, claimed that there was no other civilization than the 

European one. After several decades, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk materialized this 

philosophy in his overwhelming and ruthless social engineering project of building 

the secular republic. Approximately eighty years later, Turkish elites identified 

themselves with the Ottoman rather than with the Kemalist past. This thesis explains 

that this identitary shift has had important consequences for TFP towards Central 

Eurasia. 

Finally, this thesis concludes that the main cause of this change was the final 

externalization of the Others. 
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Summary 

This diploma thesis focused on the analysis of Turkish Foreign Policy (TFP) towards 

the sub-regions of Central Eurasia (the Middle East and Central Asia) in the period 

between 1991 and 2010. Theoretically, this thesis combines a modified version of 

social constructivism with the assumptions of critical geopolitics. Interconnecting the 

social constructivism with the Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA), this thesis targets mostly 

the domestic level of analysis. Therefore, the ideational background of the decision-

makers has been thoroughly examined. Although the potential impact of the identity 

variable on the TFP articulation has been investigated after 1991 only, the genesis of 

the long-term identity conflict within the Turkish (Ottoman) society constitutes a 

necessary component of the analysis. 

Given the geopolitical part, this thesis draws upon the basic critical insight that the 

geopolitical argumentation is based on discursive rather than material factors. The 

aim was to identify the geopolitical metaphors which had been, in the examined 

period, applied while dealing with the above mentioned sub-regions of Central 

Eurasia. At this stage, the theoretical approaches were logically synthetized; the 

genesis and usage of the geopolitical metaphors has been examined in relation to the 

identity of those who formulated them. 

This thesis proves that the identity conflict has constantly been a critical part of the 

Turkish (Ottoman) society and that this conflict had influenced both the TFP 

preferences and the articulation of the geopolitical metaphors towards Central Asia. 

While in the first half of the 1990s Central Asia became a priority of TFP with the 

Turkish elites defining Turkey as the secular model and geographical bridge for the 

Turkic states, since 2002 the priorities and discourses have changed.  

Contrary to the traditional Kemalist restraint towards the Arab world, the Middle East 

was reinvented as the focal point of TFP. The emerging new generation of neo-

Islamist politicians significantly reduced the secular discourses and fostered new 

geopolitical imagination in which Turkey is positioned as a central country with 

natural value affinity towards the Muslim and, in particular, Arab countries. 
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Interestingly, this change coincided with the revolutionary development at the 

domestic level. After 2002, the military-bureaucratic secular elites were losing their 

dominance vis-à-vis other segments of the society and thus also their influence over 

the TFP implementation. 

For the first time since the establishment of the secular republic in 1923, the relative 

positions of the social groups, defined along the lines of their affiliation with the 

identitary sets of center / modern / secular and periphery / tradition / religiosity, were 

modified. 

Crucially, this development has had critical consequences for the understanding of 

the categories of we-ness and other-ness and, therefore, from the point of view of 

social constructivism, also for the TFP preferences regarding Central Eurasia and the 

articulation of geopolitical discourses and metaphors towards its sub-regions. 
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