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Analysis of Turkey’s Relations with the EU and
the US in the light of 2011 Arab Revolts

Çiğdem Üstün*

RÉSUMÉ
Les révoltes arabes ont créé un nouvel environnement politique pour la Turquie, dans une

région où elle a tout juste commencé à être un acteur plus dynamique et plus actif avec des
objectifs multilatéraux. Les problèmes économiques, le chômage, l’oppression politique et la
corruption ont créé des troubles sociaux chez les voisins de la Turquie, et ont mis en péril ses
liens financiers et économiques établis avec ces pays. Avant ces révoltes, il y avait eu des débats
sur l’orientation de la politique étrangère de la Turquie, se tournant vers l’Est tout en
abandonnant son héritage historique de partenaire loyal de l’Ouest. Mais il a été observé que
bien qu’il y ait eu des différences entre l’UE, les politiques américaines et turques, les méthodes
et les attitudes envers les pays de la région, la Turquie a déployé des efforts pour équilibrer sa
position, à la fois comme un pays de la région et comme un partenaire occidental de l’OTAN,
tout en montrant une harmonisation avec la politique de voisinage de l’UE. Cet équilibre a
exigé la coexistence des efforts économiques, politiques et militaires dans l’application des
politiques à l’égard de la région, l’UE et les Etats-Unis. Cet article résume les héritages
historiques des relations de la Turquie avec ses partenaires occidentaux et les analyse en liaison
avec les soulèvements dans son voisinage proche.

ABSTRACT
Arab revolts have created a new political environment for Turkey, in a region where it has

just started to be a more dynamic and active player with multilateral aims. Economic
problems, unemployment, political oppression and corruption created social unrest in Turkey’s
neighborhood, and jeopardized its established financial and economic ties with these countries.
Before these revolts, there had been debates on the orientation of Turkish foreign policy, about
Turkey turning to the east while abandoning its historical legacy of being a loyal western
partner. But it has been observed that although there have been differences between the EU,
American and Turkish policies, methods and attitudes towards the regional countries, Turkey
has put effort into balancing its position, both as a regional country and as a western partner
in NATO, while showing harmonization with the EU’s neighborhood policy. This balance
has required economic, political and military efforts’ coexistence in the application of policies
towards the region, the EU and the USA. This paper summarizes the historical legacies of
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Turkey’s relations with its western partners and analyzes these in relation to the uprisings in
its near neighborhood. 

Introduction 
From the 1830s until the foundation of the Turkish Republic,

modernization in the country has been associated with westernization. Since
the Republic was founded, after the Independence War, Turkey has been a
part of western-originated international organizations, and a number of social,
economic, and political reforms took place since the 1920s to enable the
country to reach the level of contemporary civilization. In its foreign policy
direction, Turkey emphasized its memberships in the United Nations (UN),
NATO, the Council of Europe, and the Organization for Security Cooperation
in Europe (OSCE). Especially during the Cold War, Turkey acted as the buffer
zone against the communism threat and as an important partner for Western
Europe and the USA. By the end of the 1980s, Turkey had applied for full
membership to the European Community (EC), but the European Union
(EU) did not grant Turkey candidate status until the end of the 1990s. During
this period, Turkey experienced a number of ups and downs in its relations
with the EU, while continuing to act as a partner of the USA after the Cold
War. In the 1990s, Turkey continued to perceive the West as a combination
of the EU and the USA. However, in the 2000s this perception started to
change. 

The EU member states’ full support of the USA in the fight against terrorism
came to an end when the USA began contemplating war with Iraq. It has been
observed that EU member states were in disaccord in supporting the USA.
Some member states, i.e. the UK and Denmark, supported the 2003 war and
sent troops; other member states, i.e. France and Germany, did not accept
military intervention in Iraq without a UN resolution on the issue. In addition
to the United Kingdom, the Central Eastern European countries were pro-
American, as future members to the Union. There was an obvious discontent
between pro-Americans and pro-Europeans in the EU. All these developments
brought back the old argument about Turkey’s place in world affairs. Where
does it see itself? As Robert Kagan puts it, Americans are from Mars,
Europeans are from Venus, where is Turkey from?1

The 2000s have been problematic years for both US-Turkey and EU-Turkey
relations. On March 1, 2003 the Turkish Parliament voted down the Turkish
government’s motion to allow American troops to be deployed from Turkey
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and to open a northern front into Iraq, thus creating problems in the strategic
partnership. Also, Turkey was announced as a candidate country at the EU’s
Helsinki Summit in 1999. Since then, Turkey focused on reforms, in order to
achieve the Copenhagen Criteria to open the accession negotiations. The
negotiations started in 2005, after a long rocky road, but the accession of
Cyprus to the EU created another problem and, in December 2006, the
negotiations on 8 of 35 chapters were frozen. 

In this paper, the relations between these three actors are analyzed in
regards to the increasing importance of the Mediterranean and the Middle
East due to the 2011 Arab revolts. The first part of the paper gives the
background of the EU’s Mediterranean policies and Turkey’s reactions to
these, followed by Turkey’s perceptions on American policies in the second
part. The final part of the paper explains these three actors’ changing relations
and perceptions due to the uprisings in the region. 

Turkey-EU relations and the Mediterranean region 
Turkey applied to the European Community (EC) in 1959. The application

(on 31 July) was based on a wide range of political reasons, such as the
application of Greece, the East-West conflict, and the political vacuum in the
Eastern Mediterranean. The EC had its political and economic reasons to
accept Turkey’s application, as well. The Community wanted to give the
impression that it was neither a closed shop nor a rich man’s club, but also
wanted to expand its sphere of influence through Turkey. In economic terms,
cheap labor and the chance to get into the Turkish market were counted as
the positive economic reasons in considering the applications.2

On 12 September 1963, the Ankara Agreement was signed and it came into
force on December 1, 1964. This agreement envisaged the progressive
establishment of a Customs’ Union, which would bring the parties closer
together in economic and trade matters. In the meantime, the EEC would
offer financial assistance to Turkey. The process for the Customs Union was
finally completed on March 6, 1995 and came into force on January 1, 1996.
Meanwhile, Turkey had applied for full membership in 1987. In 1997,
although the EU reconfirmed Turkey’s eligibility for membership, the
Commission excluded the enlargement process in its report entitled Agenda
2000. While the report conceded that the Customs Union was functioning
satisfactorily and that it had demonstrated Turkey’s ability to adapt to the EU
and made no reference to Turkey’s full membership objective. The
Commission did not recommend accession negotiations with Turkey.3 The
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Turkish government responded by criticizing the EU’s attitude, and stated
that Turkey’s goal of full membership and association would nevertheless be
maintained, but that the development of bilateral relations depended on the
EU’s honoring its commitments and that it would not discuss with the EU
issues remaining outside the contractual context of the bilateral relations as
long as the EU did not change its attitude. The Helsinki European Council,
in 1999, produced a breakthrough in Turkey–EU relations. At Helsinki,
Turkey was recognized as a candidate country. After its candidacy was
recognized, Turkey started reforms in order to open the accession
negotiations. Until the accession negotiations started in 2005, priority was
given to the EU reforms and the accession process. In this period the Iraq
War began, and anti-American attitudes in Turkey increased. The March 1,
2003 decision against deploying US forces helped to move Turkey closer to
the position of the Franco-German alliance that naturally constituted the
dominant force within the EU bloc.4

However, the accession of Cyprus to the EU in 2004 has been a crucial
obstacle in the relations between the EU and Turkey. The Mediterranean has
been an important topic in Turkish foreign policy and Cyprus had a
considerable weight in this policy. Turkey felt betrayed, since the Turkish
government took risks in convincing the Turkish Cypriots to accept the Annan
Plan. In the referendum process, both the American and EU partners of
Turkey repeatedly emphasized that there would be negative consequences for
any side that rejected the plan and rewards for those who supported it5, but
the Greek Cypriots became EU citizens and Turkish Cypriots were left out.
Therefore, after 2004 there has been a clear negative attitude towards the EU
due to the delay in admitting Turkey to the Union. Turkey’s conviction that
the EU is stalling membership, together with the feeling of betrayal, created
an angry nationalism directed at the west in general.6

The EU’s attitude towards Turkey and the region focused on moral values
rather than strategic interests and, thus, issues such as human rights, freedoms
and protection of minorities, and the role of the military in politics have been
manifested in negotiations.7 The EU has emphasized the importance of the
democratic rule of law in the region since the middle of the 1990s, via the
Barcelona Process, and the European Neighborhood Policy (ENP) since 2004.
8 The issues that the EU focuses on are universal suffrage; free elections;
multiparty structures; participatory decision-making; human rights; freedom
of speech, assembly and religion; and an independent and effective judiciary9

in the region’s democratization process. In addition to the ENP, the European
Initiative for Democracy and Human Rights (EIDHR), as a much smaller
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policy area than the ENP, aims to foster the democratic rule of law and respect
for human rights, mainly by dealing with civil society organizations.10

The EU’s interest in the region was first revealed through Euro-Arab
Dialogue after the OPEC oil embargo in 1973. The EU drew attention to both
bilateral and multilateral relations, with an aim to strengthen its ties with the
region, but Euro-Arab relations did not precede any further due to mistrust
caused by the legacy of European colonialism in the region.11 The EuroMed
partnership (a.k.a the Barcelona Process), initiated in 1995, has been perceived
with suspicion as well, since it is seen as a containment policy by the EU to
keep immigration originating from the region at a minimum level. The
partnership foresaw political, economic and social cooperation and creation
of a Free Trade Area (FTA) by 2010. However, the FTA goal could not yet be
realized.

Since 1995, the EU’s Mediterranean policies have evolved, and in 2004, the
Barcelona Process became a part of the ENP which covers the Mediterranean,
Black Sea and Eastern neighbors, and in 2008, the Union for the
Mediterranean (UfM) was launched, foreseeing the League of Arab States’
participation in the meetings; co-presidency system to be applied; co-
ownership to be provided; and south-south multilateral relations to be
supported. During the establishment of the UfM, Turkey had its criticisms
over the original Mediterranean Union idea of French President, Nicolas
Sarkozy. The Union for the Mediterranean was perceived as a substitute for
Turkey’s EU membership, and Ankara objected to the creation of this kind of
a Union. Certain EU member states i.e. Germany also objected, on the
grounds that it would damage the Barcelona Process and the ENP, into which
the EU had put much economic and political effort. After negotiations, the
Mediterranean Union idea became a part of the ENP of the EU and Turkey
agreed to participate. But these efforts of Sarkozy created a negative attitude
towards the EU, both in Turkey and in the region. The Turkish public’s
support for Turkey’s membership to the EU has fallen from 75% to 50-55%
during these debates on Cyprus and the UfM. 

The EU has been seen as fostering these suspicion-raising debates, and as
an actor which preferred to distance itself from the conflict zones that
surround it; this has negatively affected Turkey’s security perceptions vis-à-
vis the EU, as the EU’s disengagement from the Middle East could potentially
put Turkey in limbo regarding its European aspirations.12 It has also been
argued that Turkish and EU definitions of, and priorities for, the region have
differed. The EU has conceived the region as a whole13 and has created
policies towards the general issues arising from the region’s lack of democracy
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and fully functioning liberal market systems. Turkey, in the 1990s until
recently, focused on specific issues on a bilateral basis in its relations with the
regional countries. Most of its relations were associated with perceived security
threats (i.e. the PKK, Syrian support of Abdullah Öcalan, Kurdish separatist
groups in Northern Iraq, fundamentalist Islamic threats from Iran), the
geopolitical importance of Cyprus and the continental shelf, and territorial
disputes with Greece. Changes brought to the ENP and funding schemes after
the uprisings in the region in 2011 once more demonstrated that the EU
conceives the region as a whole. In May 2011, the EU revised its policies and
this revision foresaw that the countries which made more democratic reforms
would receive more EU funding, that the total funding budget was increased
to 1.2 billion, while increasing their relations with the Union.1

In debates over differences between the EU and Turkish perceptions of the
region, Turkey has been portrayed as a country more closely aligned with
American policies. However, similar to the EU, the US has started to underline
democratization and rule of law and has created a program, USAID, for
technical assistance and support for reform minded governments and
nongovernmental actors in the region. Such programs promote the rule of law
and human rights, transparent and fair elections, competitive political process,
free and independent media, stronger civil society and greater citizen
participation.15 Also, USAID prefers civil society capacity building, in order to
increase societal and political will for reform, and emphasizes decentralization,16

different from the EU model of funding programs for the region. 

Turkey-US and the Mediterranean Region 
Close relations with the USA have always been important for Turkey.

During the Cold War years, the USA was seen as the guarantor of Turkish
security, but Turkey wanted to play a role in providing security to the west as
well. Therefore, Turkey was one of two countries (the other being Italy), which
accepted American missiles on its territory during the Cuban Missile Crisis.17

Since the end of the Cold War, relations between Turkey and the USA have
altered. In the Cold War, the Soviet Union was the great threat to western
security, but in the 1990s and the beginning of the 2000s, the threat became
the Middle East, Caspian region, and Balkans.18

It was argued that in the 19th century the USA became interested in North
Africa, the Mediterranean region, and the Ottoman Empire because of
economic interests more than political, strategic, humanitarian or militaristic
interests.19 However, political relations as a result of the economic interaction
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between the USA and the Ottoman Empire increased as the USA tried to
protect the rights of its own citizens living under the empire’s rule.20

On the other side, the Ottomans were under the economic and political
pressures of the European states. The USA, especially in the second half of
the 19th century, became an ally for the Ottoman Empire against the
Europeans. The Ottomans and the French were arguing over Egypt, and
there was continuous Russian pressure on the empire. Thus, the Ottoman
Empire wanted to develop military and political relations with the US.21 In
the 19th century, despite concerns over American schools and missionary
works, Ottoman-American relations developed in a friendly manner because
there was no direct threat from each other.22 Due to their positive perception
of the USA, some Turkish intellectuals supported the American mandate after
the First World War, since the USA seemed more idealist and understanding
than the Europeans in terms of rights and freedoms.23 After the Second World
War, as the USA became a world power, Turkey became a prominent element
of American global strategy. In 1952, Turkey became a member of NATO and
in 1957 it accepted the Eisenhower doctrine.24

However, in 1963-64, Cyprus became a problem between the two countries.
President Johnson sent a letter to Prime Minister Inonu, telling him not to
use American weaponry against the Greeks, otherwise the 5th article of the
NATO agreement would be void in a threat from the Soviet Union. Inonu’s
response - “A new world would build up and Turkey would take its place in
this world” - made the relations tense, and Turkey’s efforts in the aftermath
of this letter to normalize relations with the Soviet Union has been perceived
as one of the most serious backlashes in Turkish-American relations. 

When the 1980 coup d’état in Turkey damaged relations with the EU, the
USA became the main western power that Turkish foreign policy emphasized.
Turkey and the US signed a Defense and Cooperation Agreement on March
29, 1980, which aimed to maintain a strong bilateral defense relationship and
preserve American utilization of military facilities in Turkey. This agreement
was followed by the establishment of the Rapid Deployment Force in the east
of Turkey, to prevent the increase of the Soviet Union’s influence in the region
and to maintain a watchful eye on the oil lands, i.e. the Persian Gulf region
and the whole Middle East. 25

Just after the end of the Cold War, the Desert Storm operation against Iraq’s
invasion of Kuwait further developed the relations between Turkey and the
USA, and Turkey became a central country of interest for the USA, bordering
three areas of instability: the Balkans, Caucasus and the Middle East. During
the Gulf War, Bosnia and Kosovo operations, Turkish airfields were used, and
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in the 2000s the same bases were used to support American operations in
Georgia and Afghanistan.26 Turkey has been concerned about the
transformation of NATO’s western defense identity into a political and global
collective security identity after the collapse of communism, since Turkey
perceived NATO as a confirmation of its western and European identity.27

Therefore it has been eager to open its military airbases in NATO operations
in the Middle East, the Balkans and the Caucasus, since it wanted to
reemphasize its role as a security provider for the western allies even after the
Soviet Union collapsed. 

In 2003, after the American administration’s decision on war in Iraq,
relations between Turkey and the USA began to change and the strategic
partnership began to be questioned. During the Gulf War, closure of the
Kirkuk-Yumurtalık pipeline, sanctions and the impoverishment of Iraq’s
economy affected cooperative economic relations between Turkey and Iraq.
Also, promises that were made by the US administration on compensating
Turkey’s war losses were not kept after the Gulf War. Thus, fear of the same
consequences and of the possibility of the disintegration of Iraq and increased
Kurdish uprisings were major concerns of Turkey.28 On March 1, the Turkish
Parliament said “No” to the motion to permit deployment of more than 60,
000 U.S. troops from Turkish bases and ports in the event of a war with Iraq. 

Turkey’s “no vote” was not because of any sympathy the Turkish
government felt for Saddam Hussein; it was due to the Parliament’s anxiety
over Turkey’s military, economic, and strategic concerns over what an attack
against Iraq might mean for its own national interests.29 It has been argued
that any intervention with regard to Iraq was likely to suffer from a lack of
legitimacy. Neither UN Security Council Resolution 687 (S/RES/687), nor
1441 (S/RES/1441) gave the US the right to intervene. Besides, Article 2.4 of
the UN Charter forbids states, including the permanent members of the
Security Council, to use force against the territorial integrity and political
independence of any country. Secondly, the Turkish constitution permits the
Turkish parliament to accept war only when there is international consent,
where international law accepts it as a legitimate war. In this case there was
not legitimacy on the basis of international law, thus the parliament rejected
the motion. Consequently, the instability in the region due to the war in Iraq
increased concerns over the rise of terrorist attacks. Turkey, as the only
western looking country in Iraq’s neighborhood, was concerned that the
attacks from the region would target its own soil. However on March 20, 2003
the Turkish parliament gave permission to the Turkish army to enter
Northern Iraq, and over-flight rights were granted to the US. Nonetheless, it
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must be remembered that although the March 1 “no vote” prevented
American access to the northern flank from Turkish soil, Iraqi Kurds offered
their soil to the US forces and Americans relied on Iraqi Kurds more than
Ankara would ever have desired.30

Another problem between Turkey and the US occurred when the American
army arrested a Turkish army Special Forces Team in Suleymaniya in July
2003 for allegedly conspiring to assassinate the Kurdish governor of Mosul.
This has been perceived as payback for the rejection of the March 1 motion.
This period is unusual, in that Turkey’s relations with the USA and the EU
were seemingly deteriorating at the same time.31 In the 1990s and at the
beginning of the 2000s, the US had been a strong supporter of Turkey’s EU
membership, with an aim to anchor Turkey more firmly to the West32, but
after the 2003 War in Iraq, there has been a more aloof attitude of the US
administration over Turkey’s EU membership bid. 

In addition, the confrontation in May 2010 between Israeli commandos and
Turkish citizens on the ship Mavi Marmara33 in the Mediterranean increased
the tension between Turkey and the US, and augmented the negative feelings
toward the USA.34 As the feeling of mistrust increased, it has been argued that
a real estate agent’s view of strategy (“location, location, location”) has not
served well in relations among Turkey and the USA.35 Nearly 80% of the
Turkish people thought that Turkey and the US were not allies at the time36

and the Turkish-American strategic partnership was starting to be
questioned.37

Turkey’s potential to be a role model as a secular democratic country in the
region has been debated both by the EU and the USA in the 2000s. 38 On the
one hand, this has been perceived as a positive matter, demonstrating Turkey’s
regional characteristics together with western orientations. On the other hand,
some Turkish observers were not content with the US perception of Turkey
as an Islamic model, and the Turkish government did not share the US goal
of isolating Iran, Syria, and Sudan. Also, on the one hand Turkish
government’s political relations with Hamas created concerns in the EU and
the US, on the other hand, Turkey criticized the EU and the US’ isolation
policies towards Hamas. 

However, in 2005, several high level contacts between the Turkish
government and American administration started, and, in 2006, the “Shared
Vision and Structured Dialogue to Advance the Turkish-US Strategic
Partnership” was announced, aiming to increase cooperation, including
intelligence sharing.39 In 2007, both countries started to focus on more
common issues rather than differences, issues such as stability in the region,
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energy security, the enlargement of NATO and, last but not least, the fight
against terrorism. 

Effect of the Arab Revolts on Turkey-EU and Turkey-US
Relations 

When the Turkish Republic was founded, relations with the West were
prioritized, but the relations with the Middle East and the Arab world were
also balanced. In 1947, Turkey was one of the countries that rejected the UN
decision on the partition of Palestine, and in the Cold War era, Turkey acted
differently than its NATO allies during the Arab-Israeli War, by declining the
use of İncirlik base on the behalf of Israel and recalling its Israeli ambassador.4
However, Turkey was a member of NATO, and with an increase in Arab
nationalism, non-Arab Turkey was seen as an outsider in the region.41 After
the Cold War regional conflicts, border disputes and ethnic clashes increased
Turkey’s security shield towards the region. 

After (PKK leader) Öcalan was expulsed from Syria and the Adana
Agreement was signed, relations with Syria started to prosper. In 2004, the
two countries signed a free trade agreement, and in 2007 the Turkish-Syrian
Business Council was established. Cultural exchanges between Turkey and
Syria began, and trade volume increased to 2.3 billion €.42 Turkey’s relations
with Syria were not the only case where Turkey and the regional countries
got closer. The share of trade with regional countries increased to 19% in 2008
from 9% of the 1990s.43 Therefore, by 2010 Turkey had established the “Close
Neighbors Economic and Trade Association Council” with Jordan, Lebanon
and Syria, which aimed to establish a FTA among these countries. Also, similar
to the EU policies towards its neighbors, Turkey emphasized flows of people,
trade and ideas to establish a more stable, interdependent and integrated
region.44

Since the 2002 elections in Turkey, Turkish foreign policy has been based on
5 principles: a balance between security and democracy, a zero problem policy
towards neighbors, increasing relations with neighbors, multi-dimensional
foreign policy and rhythmic diplomacy.45 The main concerns of Turkey in the
region have been security, dialogue, economic interdependence and cultural
coexistence. Hence, foreign policy has not been a series of bilateral relations
only, but mutually reinforcing and interlocking processes.46 In the 1990s, due
to the political vacuum in the region, Turkey was a supporter of the status quo
protection policies. In the 2000s, a policy focused on balance and diversification
through active engagement in the region was accepted. This change of course
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was a result of the change in government in 2002, but regional political changes
facilitated Turkey’s dynamic policy towards the region as well. Among these
perceived regional changes were a decrease in Arab nationalism, political and
economic crises, a decrease of legitimacy of governments in these neighboring
countries and an increase in political Islam. 

It must be mentioned that both the accession process of Turkey to the EU
and the Turkish Parliament’s rejection of the March 1 motion increased the
prestige of Turkey47 among the regional countries. It has been argued that
the Arab world began to take a closer interest in Turkey after Turkey started
its accession negotiations in 2005. A number of public opinion surveys and
statements of regional leaders underlined the importance of Turkey-EU
relations in order to create a stable and developed region.48 It is believed that
Turkey’s increasing positive perception in the region, which falls under the
ENP, can be used as a positive tool by the EU. 80% of the respondents in a
TESEV survey have positive views on Turkey’s role in the region and 66%
believe that Turkey can be a model for the Middle Eastern countries.49 This
has been an important change since the 1990s regarding Turkey’s role in the
region. Also, these changes created some concerns over Turkey’s position as
a NATO ally and questions on Turkey’s orientation towards the East or the
West began to be asked. Although some American and European observers
argued that Turkey is turning away from its historic western orientation50,
Turkish Foreign Minister Davutoğlu clearly argued that the more Turkey
strains its bow in Asia, the further its arrow will extend into Europe.51

In this period Turkey also manifested its intentions to act as mediator in the
regional conflicts, i.e. Israel and Syria. Turkey has been involved in the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict also, through economic, social and humanitarian projects.
This has been another change in Turkey’s non-intervention policy in the
region. Some regional actors, i.e. Egypt, Abbas and Iran, did not welcome
these changes in Turkish policy towards the region. However, especially after
the Mavi Marmara incident, Turkey’s role as a mediator has ostensibly failed. 

In 2010 and 2011 the region went through crucial times once more. On the
one hand, Arab revolts have complicated regional politics and relations among
the actors have become more polarized. On the other hand, the ballistic missile
shield to be built under the NATO umbrella has become an issue in not only
Turkey’s neighborhood but also between Turkey and its western partners.
Following long debates and hesitancy, during the Lisbon Summit in
November 2010, Turkey accepted the concept of a NATO missile shield to be
built mainly against threats coming from the Middle East. Although the
document on the missile shield did not specify names of countries or groups
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perceived as threats, most of the commentators on the subject have concluded
that this shield was especially thought to protect the west against possible
Iranian missiles. Therefore, Turkey’s prospering relations with the regional
countries and its attachment to the western organizations and security
complex created questions on drifting foreign policy. Turkey’s attitude during
the War in Iraq was seen as more compatible with that of some EU member
states, which also wanted no part in the armed conflict. The EU has
emphasized the importance of creating a region without dividing lines.
Turkey’s policy over Iraq was seen as leaning toward this method. However,
NATO’s member, Turkey, by accepting the missile shield, opted for a policy
that potentially creates dividing lines between the region and the west. 

As demonstrated in the previous sections, there has been a difference
between the EU and US attitudes, in the choice of multilateral or bilateral
policies towards the regional countries. Before the Arab revolts, American and
European perceptions on the region were diverged widely due to the different
perceptions of the method, means and ends of democratization policies of the
American and European sides.52 Turkey, as a candidate country to the EU
and as a member of NATO, tried to converge these different policies into one
policy and create a more stable and secure neighboring region for itself, which
proved to be a difficult policy to maintain. 

Turkey perceived the chaos and anarchy in Iraq as negative consequence
of foreign intervention, but it finds the revolts in Northern Africa as important
processes for the democratization of the whole region. The Arab revolts started
due to the economic inequalities, political corruption and coercion in Tunisia,
Jordan, and Egypt, among others. Turkey presented itself as a role model in
the region, and emphasized the importance of democratization, prosperity,
human rights and freedom for regional countries. However, Turkey also
emphasized the importance of a bottom up approach in this democratization
process, and rejected international intervention for some time. Turkey’s
policies in this sense were perceived as closer to those of the ENP, and Turkey
argued that the intervention in Iraq created chaos and anarchy since there
was an externally imposed democratization process. Turkey’s thesis has been
that there is a need for democratization in the region; however, these processes
should arise from domestic bottom up approaches rather than international
interventions. 

As it can be seen, there were increased differences in the regional politics of
Turkey, the EU and the USA, which affected the relations among these three
actors negatively. However, as the revolts started and the leaders of the North
African countries were challenged by the masses and forced to step down,
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Turkey and the US started to coordinate once more.53 During the revolts,
leaders such as Mubarak, Qaddafi, Ben Ali, Abdullah Saleh - the very political
leaders with whom the Turkish government had set up bilateral political,
economic and social relations - had to step down, and Turkey, while
supporting democratization, had to make contacts with the new leaders of
these countries. In this environment, the relations with the USA have been
crucial once more, due to its historical leverage in the region. 

Libya has been the first case to test Turkey’s policies, since Libya is essential
not only in terms of political relations but also regarding the economic and
financial investments of Turkish business people in that country. It has been
argued that 18.4 million dollars worth of projects and 100 million dollars in
cash in Libyan banks were threatened54 during the revolts. Initially, Turkey
opposed NATO intervention in Libya, in line with its position on non-
intervention by foreign forces in the region, but approved of humanitarian
aid. As the international reaction increased in line with UN Security Council
resolution 1973 on March 17, 2011, authorizing countries to take measures
to stop the violence against civilians, Turkey agreed to participate in NATO
operations. 

Following Libya, Turkey supported a UN Security Council resolution
condemning the Syrian regime.55 In the Syrian case, Turkey puts efforts into
facilitating the stepping down of Assad while simultaneously establishing a
political relation with the opposition groups. As the crisis continued and Assad
did not step down, Turkey’s rhetoric approached that of the Americans. These
developments have complicated Middle Eastern politics56 and the international
system, historical memory, systemic influences and domestic political changes57

affect both positively and negatively the relations among the states in the region.
This has not only been a problem for Turkey, but also for the EU countries.
The EU was divided over the conflict and intervention in Libya. France and
the UK supported the intervention; Germany kept its distance. 

The spread of unrest in the region caused some questioning of the dynamic
and multi approach Turkish foreign policy. As an ally of the US and a
candidate of the EU, Turkey has emphasized democratization and human
rights and has aligned itself with western policies.58 Some observers argued
that this alignment put Turkey back into western circles and forced it to leave
behind the new policies adopted in 2002. However, it must be emphasized
that although Turkey’s relations with the US became more visible, Turkey did
not turn its back on its neighbors, which are going through a transition period,
and definitely did not return to its non-intervention policies of the 1990s.
Especially in Syria, Turkey established close relations with the opposition and
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hosted the Syrian opposition groups when the unrest started. This has been
in line with Turkey’s argument that there has to be a democratization process
originating from the people of the region. 

Yet, it needs to be highlighted that although Turkey is a supporter of a
domestic bottom up approach towards democratization of the regional
countries, it lacks the conditionality aspect in its foreign policy. Therefore, it
has been argued that the cooperation between Turkey and the EU, who holds
the conditionality stick59, would be instrumental in Turkey’s relations with the
Mediterranean countries. Since the region is proved to be prone to revolts,
conflicts between regional countries and clashes among groups, Turkey’s zero
problem policy with its neighbors was tested and demonstrated constraints.
Analysis of Turkey’s regional policies in relation to its westernization process
surfaced once more, since the USA and the European countries have been a
part of the regional politics for a very long time; therefore Oğuzlu argued that
there is a need for a new version of the zero problem policy, one that includes
the western actors, especially the EU.6 As a country, which highlighted its
strategic position through its history, Turkey has tried to balance its relations
with the EU, the USA and the region. Thus, the debate over whether Turkey’s
orientation is towards the west or the Middle East has proved to be an
inefficient means to analyze Turkish foreign policy matters. 

Conclusion 
Turkey, as a part of the western allies, opted for a more dynamic and

multilateral foreign policy toward its Mediterranean and Middle East
neighborhoods since the beginning of the 2000s, not only due to domestic
changes in Turkey but also to changes in regional politics. However, the
region had another shaky development in 2011, as civil unrests and revolts
started to force leaders of some regional countries to step down. This has been
a test case for Turkey’s newly introduced policy towards the region, but also
towards its western allies in NATO and in the EU. Both the US and the EU
emphasized the necessity for democratization in the region and applied
different policies in this regard. The EU treated the region as a whole and
created neighborhood policies, but the USA focused on a more bilateral
approach in its relations with the regional countries. Turkey, on the other
hand, had status quo-oriented bilateral relations with the regional countries
in the 1990s, but changed to more multilateral relations on the basis of
increased economic relations. In this framework, Turkey’s dynamic policy
towards the Mediterranean and the Middle Eastern regions has been
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perceived as closer to the EU’s method, but the Libya case reminded us once
again that Turkey is a NATO member with close relations with the USA.
Turkey established important economic and financial ties with the economic
and political actors in these regional countries, and especially the revolts of
2011 jeopardized these newly founded links. It has been observed that during
the unrest in the region, Turkey did not turn its back on its neighbors, but
did not reject the American or (some) European policies either. As a country
located between the west and the region, it had to find a balance in its foreign
policy, not only between the West and the region, but also between the EU,
the USA and the region, due to the differences among the policies of the EU
and the USA. Thus, although there has long been a debate that Turkey is
leaning towards easternization rather than westernization, these Arab revolts
demonstrated that Turkey continues to be a western partner while trying to
help establish a more stable, secure and dependable neighborhood in a fragile
and complicated situation. 
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