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Samenvatting           

Het Turks buitenlandsbeleid is een beladen onderwerp, bestudeerd door verscheiden 

academici. Zowel de binnenlandse als regionale en internationale ontwikkelingen i.v.m. Turkije 

werden in de recente jaren onderwerp voor debat, ook buiten de zogenaamde academische 

kringen. Academici gaven vaak aandacht aan de Turkse binnen- en buitenlandse politiek 

vanwege gebeurtenissen zoals de Turks-Israëlische spanningen, Turks-Palestijnse relaties, de 

kwestie rond de toetreding tot de EU, het Koerdische conflict, de Arabische lente, de interne 

strijd tussen de kemalisten en de islamistische groep, als de betrokkenheid in de Syrische 

oorlog. Dit proefschrift bijt zich vast in een vaak verwaarloosd studieveld met betrekking tot de 

Turkse politiek naar Israël en Palestina toe. Hiervoor onderzoekt dit proefschrift vooral de 

regeerperiode van de AKP van 2002 tot 2016. De relaties tussen deze drie landen wordt 

aangeduid als de Turks-Palestijns-Israëlische driehoek. Deze driehoek vormt de pilaar van het 

Turks buitenlandsbeleid onder de AKP. Het analytische en theoretische kader van dit onderzoek 

toont aan dat zowel materiële als ideologische belangen het buitenlands beleid van de AKP-

regering heeft bepaald. Als resultaat hiervan zijn de Turkse relaties met de twee vermelde 

landen, gebruikt als een middel voor zowel interne als externe machtsmanifestatie en expansie 

van de AKP.  

Deze thesis bouwt rond de continuïteit en veranderingen in deze driehoeksrelatie, beginnende 

van de Joodse immigraties naar het Ottomaanse rijk tot en met de couppoging van 2016. De 

focus ligt vooral op de periode tussen 2002 – 2016. In de proefschrift zal er geopperd worden 

dat tijdens de periode tussen 2002 en 2007 er een interne als externe expansie was van de 

traditionele Turkse buitenlandse politiek. Deze expansie was gebaseerd op een harmonie 

tussen de AKP’s materiële en ideologische belangen. Tijdens de periodes 2007-2011 en 2011-

2015 werden de idealistische belangen prioriteit in AKP’s buitenlandse politiek. Het overmatig 

gebruik van ideologische belangen in de Arabische lente periode geschaad materiële belangen 

van Turkije. Het resultaat hiervan was dat Turkije meer vijanden, een grotere isolatie en geen 

bondgenoten meer kende. In de tweede helft van 2016 veranderde de AKP-regering van koers 

in het bouwen van haar buitenlandsbeleid. De AKP regering heeft geprobeerd een harmonie te 

vinden tussen hun materiële en ideologische belangen. In deze context kwamen Turkije en 

Israël tot een normalisatie overeenkomst in 2016, dit was dan ook een bevestiging van de 

Turkse politieke heroriëntering.   



 Abstract            

             

The Turkish foreign policy is a heated subject, studied widely by various scholars. In recent 

years, coupled with many domestic, regional and international developments, Turkey and its 

politics have become true topics of interests even beyond these said scholarly circles. Much 

scholars were giving attention to the Turkish foreign and domestic policy because of events 

such as Turkish-Israeli tensions, Turkish-Palestinian relations, EU accession question, Kurdish 

conflict, Arab Spring, the internal power struggle between Kemalist and Islamic political group 

as well as its involvement in the Syrian war.  

This dissertation delves into a much-neglected field of study with regards to the Turkish policy 

towards Israel and Palestine. Therefore, this dissertation mainly examines the governing period 

of the Justice and Development Party (AKP) from 2002 until 2016. The relationship between 

these three countries will be coined as the Turkish-Palestinian-Israeli triangle. This triangle 

forms of the pillars of Turkish foreign policy under AKP. The analytical and theoretical 

framework of this research proves that both material and idealistic interests formed the AKP 

government’s foreign policy. As a result, Turkey’s relations with these two countries has been 

used as a tool for both internal and external power manifestation and expansion for AKP. 

This thesis builds on the continuity and changes in the triangle relations, starting from the 

Jewish immigration to the Ottoman Empire until the attempted coup of 2016, with a 

predominant emphasis on the period 2002-2016. In this dissertation, it will be argued that 

during the first period, from 2002 until 2007, there was an internal and external expansion of 

the traditional Turkish foreign policy. This expansion was due to a harmony between AKP’s 

material and idealistic interests. During the periods of 2007-2011 and 2011-2015, the idealistic 

interests were prioritised in shaping the AKP’s foreign policy. The overuse of idealistic interests 

in the Arab Spring period harmed Turkey’s material interests. As a result, Turkey moved 

towards one of zero friends, more enemies and more isolation. After the middle of 2016, the 

AKP government attempted to find a harmony between its material and idealistic interests. 

Within this context, Turkey and Israel reached a normalisation agreement in June 2016 which 

served as a confirmation of Turkey’s recalculated policy position. 
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1.1  The Turkish-Palestinian-Israeli triangle under the AKP rule 

Common knowledge stated that the Turkish-Israeli relations came into existence the day Turkey 

recognised Israel on 28th February 1949. In fact, it can be argued that this recognition goes back 

much further than that. This was openly claimed by the then-Israeli President Ezer Weizman during 

his visit to Turkey in 1994 when he said: “Israel will not forget what the Ottoman Empire did when 

it embraced the Jews for five hundred years after they were persecuted and expelled from Europe” 

(Jung & Piccoli, 2001). 

With the arrival of the Justice and Development Party (AKP) to power in 2002, the AKP government 

attempted to broaden and deepen its foreign policy including establishing multiple international 

alliances as well as reinitiating a rebuilding of its relationships with Arab and Islamic neighbours. 

The new geopolitical changes of the 21st century gave Turkey an opportunity to reconsider its 

strategic priorities. Unlike Kemalists’ traditional foreign policy, which controlled Turkey until 2002, 

the AKP government moved towards a proactive engagement within its diverse neighbourhood 

from 2002 until the beginning of the Arab Spring. The AKP government’s policy towards the Middle 

East was not new. It constitutes a continuation of Özal’s policies which aimed in the 1980s to 

diversify the Turkish economic and political relations. 

The AKP government’s policy was a sort of interaction between several factors which contributed 

significantly to the formation of the country’s orientation. It sprang from the history of Turkey, 

Turkish geopolitical and geostrategic location, the existence of internal polarisation between 

various political parties and influential groups as well as regional and international developments. 

The conceptualisations of the AKP policy had been influenced by the doctrine of strategic depth 

which was drawn up by Ahmet Davutoğlu. The core of this policy was based on strengthening the 

policy of zero problems with its neighbours, as well as the great importance of soft power in its 

political implementations. This soft power is displayed through the expansion of Turkish relations 

in various fields including trade, diplomacy, energy, tourism and security, from the Balkans to the 

Caucasus and the Middle East. The Davutoğlu’s doctrine has found a powerful resonance among 

the AKP elites and Turkish people. Additionally, it has been an important element in shaping the 

comprehensive frame of AKP policy, both internally and externally. 
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Within this context, Turkey sought to picture itself as a commercial partner and a centre of political 

and cultural attraction. In that same period, Turkey fulfilled the Copenhagen criteria and proved its 

willingness to follow the necessary requirements for accession to the EU. Furthermore, the AKP 

undertook many democratisation reforms in its internal and external policies. These policies 

included, for instance, reducing the domination of the army to intervene in civil society. The AKP 

also achieved notable different economic successes. Various new elites, networks and institutions 

appeared, with new approaches towards active involvement in the governance of the country. 

Additionally, Turkey was successful in improving its relations with its regional neighbours as well as 

in strengthening the power of civil society and the regime in political decision-making. This 

changed the perception of Turkey abroad: it was widely seen as a political and economic model, 

especially in the Arab and Islamic world. 

As the AKP’s policy towards Palestine and Israel is the main core of this research, we can see that, 

in line with this AKP’s new approach, the AKP government expanded its relations with Israel 

towards greater cooperation. Energy and economy have been an important driver of the Turkish-

Israeli relations. The AKP government has sought to act as a mediator in the Palestinian-Israeli 

conflict and has attempted through various political and economic initiatives to promote a peace 

agreement between both conflicting parties. However, after the 2008 Gaza war, the AKP 

government’s foreign policy stance towards Israel began to change, at least officially. This incident, 

in addition to other incidents such as 2009 Davos, the 2010 Low Chair and the 2010 Mavi Marmara, 

created a public political clash in the Turkish-Israeli relations. This tension extended from the 2008 

Gaza war until the normalisation deal between the two countries in June 2016. However, this 

political tension did not have much impact on the other current fields of cooperation between the 

two nations. This emphasises clearly that both countries were pragmatic in maintaining efficient 

and strategic ties. 

At the same time, the AKP led government expanded its ties with the Palestinian Authority (PA). 

After Hamas won the parliamentary elections in 2006, most of the Turkish support (politically and 

humanitarian) turned towards Hamas and Gaza. The AKP government expressed their greater 

willingness to engage Hamas in the regional and international political field as well as to dismantle 

the imposed political isolation on them. Of course, this does not conceal the fact that the AKP 
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government also attempted to maintain good diplomatic relations with the Palestinian Authority. 

As a result, I argue that the AKP government used the Palestinian cause, the Palestinian-Israeli 

conflict and the political clash with Israel as a means to benefit from and strengthen its internal 

and external position. 

Furthermore, during the Arab Spring, the AKP government also attempted to use the uprisings to 

strengthen its position within the region, hence consolidating its political role in the Middle East. 

Additionally, it instrumentalised its support for the Arab Spring on a domestic level, since popular 

support by Turkish people was highly in favour of enhancing democracy in Arab countries. In the 

beginning, the Arab Spring was considered to be a much greater political priority by the Turkish 

government and people than the political relationship with Israel. As Turkey was inspiring the Arab 

peoples in their revolutions against dictatorial regimes, the AKP saw this as a great opportunity to 

fulfil the role of a leading country in the Middle East. Yet, at the same time, despite redirection of 

the Turkish political priorities, economic cooperation mechanisms with Israel remained in place, 

and various Turkish-Israeli secret meetings occurred in order to normalise the political relations 

between the two countries. 

However, unlike the former AKP’s policy of zero problems, the AKP government miscalculated the 

direct and indirect consequences of the Arab Spring. As a result, Turkey suffered from chaos, both 

internally and externally. Internally, the fighting renewed with the PKK and Turkey was hit by a wave 

of terrorist attacks. A new enemy emerged, the Islamic State, which threatened the stability of 

Turkey and its borders. Turkey suffered from the Syrian’s refugee crisis. There was also a high 

domestic struggle between the AKP and the Gülen movement. Additionally, the rise of the Turkish 

public anger over the decline of Turkey’s regional and international status, the decline in the 

freedom of the press in Turkey, the AKP’s dominance of power as well as growing economic 

vulnerability. Externally, there was an increase in the problematic relationship with both the US 

and the EU. A new political tension also emerged in the Turkish-Russian relations. This led in the 

aftermath of the Arab Spring to the decrease of the popularity of Turkey within the Arab countries. 

The perception in these countries, especially from the perspective of the secularists, shifted from 

Turkey being a model, to Turkey being a self-imposing foreign power. 
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As a result, Turkey was isolated on both levels, regional and international. However, in 2016, the 

AKP government redirected their foreign orientation. The changes in AKP’s foreign policy were due 

to various developments taking place on multiple levels. For instance, the departure from power 

of Davutoğlu, the former Prime Minister, in May 2016. Binali Yildirim, the new Turkish Prime 

Minister, summarised this expected change in his speech: “The new AKP government’s foreign 

policy would minimise enemies and increase friends” (Nafi, 2016a). The new Turkish foreign policy 

attempted gradually to restore the Turkish relations with its neighbours including Israel. Despite 

the continuing Gaza siege, Turkey signed the normalisation deal with Israel on 28th June 2016.   

Indeed, due to the complexity of Turkish foreign policy, heated discussions increased within various 

circles of diplomats, analysts, scholars, journalists as well as business people, over the question of 

whether the AKP had created a shift of axis in Turkish foreign policy. This was because Turkey, 

throughout history, passed through different transformations and struggles with its domestic, 

regional and international problems. As a result of this, implications of the developments in 

Turkey’s domestic and foreign affairs were not limited to Turkey itself but impacted over wider 

changes in the region. Therefore, in order to provide a deep analysis of the AKP’s foreign policy 

towards Israel and Palestine, away from repetition, speeches or the bias to one of the parties, this 

research, based on proofs and investigations, focuses on two main points. Firstly, we look at and 

analyse the AKP government’s changes in Turkish foreign policy: as the Turkish ‘domestic’, ‘regional’ 

and ‘international’ policies are deeply intertwined and cannot be split, this research tends to build 

a joint analysis between the three levels of Turkish policy. Secondly, historically speaking, the 

Turkish-Israeli relations cannot be examined without studying the Palestinian cause, which 

occupies a major place in their relationship. Therefore, it was necessary to combine these three 

inseparable ties into a triangle. 
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1.2 Research Problems and Questions 

After the AKP came to power in 2002, the Turkish foreign policy witnessed greater openness 

towards regional issues, especially those regarding Israel and Palestine. Thereupon, the major 

research problem can be stated as the following: What are the internal and external factors that 

affected and determined the Turkish policy towards Israel and Palestine? 

 

 

 

 

Defining the national interest of the Turkish state towards Israel and Palestine helps to understand 

how the Turkish foreign policy during the AKP period has been conducted. In order to view a much 

deeper analysis of the triangle, this research could not start without exploring the historical line of 

the triangle including the policy of the Ottoman Empire towards Palestine and the Jews as well as 

the traditional Turkish policy towards Israel and Palestine during 1923-2002. For the purposes of 

this thesis, a distinction between the historical periods pre-1923, 1923-1948, and 1948-2002 is 

made to give the reader a comprehensive explanation of how the Turkish-Palestinian-Israeli 

triangle did function before 2002. Additionally, this analysis provides a deeply detailed overview of 

all the actors within the Turkish political map. This, undoubtedly, offers the potential to have a 

better understanding of the AKP orientation of Turkey’s foreign policy towards Israel and Palestine 

from 2002 to 2016. 

Beginning with the AKP’s reforms, Turkey has seen a growing expansion of its domestic, regional 

and international influence, largely contrasting with the secular-Kemalist ideology which 

dominated the Turkish political system until 2002. These transformations had different 

characteristics in each of the periods of the AKP rule. Therefore, in order to provide an in-depth 

understanding of how Turkish foreign policy towards Palestine and Israel has functioned during the 

period we are interested in, it is important to distinguish these four periods: 2002-2007, 2007-

2011, 2011-2015 and 2015-2016. 
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1.3 Literature review 

 
There are various analyses within both the analytical and theoretical literature of the Turkish 

foreign policy. These analyses have been widened especially after the AKP came to power in 2002 

and made important internal and external changes. Various approaches have been used to 

describe the AKP’s foreign policy. Some of the scholars considered that material interests were the 

main driver for AKP’s reforms in its foreign and domestic policy. According to their analysis, the 

conceptualisation of material interests is based primarily on security and economic interests in 

order to fulfil material wealth and political power. These interests, which shape the policy of the 

ruling elites, distance themselves from the sphere of values, identity and ideology.   

Other scholars suggested that the transformations in the AKP policy were based essentially on 

idealistic interests. According to this perspective, identity, values, as well as the Islamic ideology, 

were the main driver in the AKP’s decision-making in domestic, regional and international policy. 

These scholars have been divided in their analysis into two groups. The first group discussed the 

AKP policy from a religious angle and used the concepts of Islamisation and Easternization in their 

analysis. The second group tended to analyse the AKP policy from a sociological perspective, by 

arguing that the AKP government reflects the will of the majority in Turkey, consisting of a 

conservative Sunni Muslim Anatolian population, who are seeking to consolidate their power and 

enhancing more geopolitical independence. 

Material interests 

Kemal Kirişci pointed out that the economic interests were behind the AKP’s internal and external 

transformation. To construct his framework, Kirişci’s analysis was based on both Richard 

Rosecrance’s notion of the trading state and Robert Putnam’s idea of two-level diplomatic games. 

Regarding Rosecrance’s notion of the trading state, Kirişci explained: 

“The nature of a trading state is such that a wider range of actors come to participate in 

foreign policy-making or diplomatic games and that the interests and priorities of these 

actors are quite different from those of traditional foreign policy-makers of Turkey. 

Furthermore, the rise of the trading state has transformed and is transforming traditional 
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foreign policy-makers, too. They are increasingly coming to recognise that Turkey’s national 

interest cannot be solely determined in terms of a narrowly defined national security, and 

that economic considerations such as the need to trade, expand export markets, and attract 

and export foreign direct investment are just as important” (Kirişci, 2009, p. 33). 

Furthermore, Kirişci pointed out further the importance of Putnam’s idea of two-level diplomatic 

games in understanding of what drives AKP foreign policy and to explore the influence of economic 

aspect on AKP foreign policy: 

“Diplomacy can be envisaged as composed of two sets of games that are being pursued 

simultaneously. There are the negotiations between diplomats or decision-makers 

representing states on one level, and then there are also the negotiations taking place 

between these decision-makers and their respective national constituencies. In a democratic 

environment, this means that a range of interest groups representing civil society will be able 

to participate in the broader decision-making process” (Kirişci, 2009, p. 41).  

Kürşad Turan argued that the change in the AKP’s foreign policy should not be seen from the angle 

of AKP ideology, but rather from some international factors, including mainly the AKP discontent 

over the failure of the EU membership negotiations. Such a failure caused a shortfall in the Turkish 

economy. As a result of this, the AKP government tended to develop its economic ties with the 

Middle East including the creation of a free-trade zone between Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, and Turkey 

starting in 2011 (Turan, 2012, p. 78). However, Turan considered that the AKP’s shifts towards the 

Middle East would be only temporary and not particularly fruitful: 

 “Even though the initial steps, such as the removal of visa requirements between these 

countries, seemed to be progressing according to the plans, the instability in the Arab World 

made this extremely hard to proceed further. Especially the spread of popular discontent in 

many of these countries pushed the talk about a common economic area to the background” 

(Turan, 2012, p. 78). 

Furthermore, Turan stressed the importance of the differences that AKP brought to the Turkish 

foreign policy including economic ties and soft power: 
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“Past involvements in the region were either through the use of hard power (DP) or the 

improvement of economic relations (MP). While traditional Turkish foreign policy (AKP) has 

been to adopt a neutral stance and avoid involvement in all regional conflicts, now Turkey 

volunteers to mediate all conflicts in the region. These mediation efforts are only a small 

portion of the use of soft power which also includes economic ties, educational cooperation, 

and cooperation between non-governmental organisations” (Turan, 2012, p.82).  

AbdülKadir Civan, Savaş Genç, Davut taşer and Sinem Atakul asserted that the economic interests 

have always been one of the most important fundamentals in shaping the AKP’s foreign policy. 

Within this context, contrary to the idealistic analyses, they considered that the shift of axis of the 

AKP’s foreign policy towards the Middle East was due to economic terms. Additionally, they 

considered the success of the Turkish foreign policy was, from then on, measured through its 

economic impact:  

“The approaches based on an identity like Islamist preferences and ideological definitions are 

insufficient in explaining the present situation and can be deceptive. It is argued that as in 

many other modern countries, an important dimension of the new Turkish foreign policy is 

that of economic benefits to the country. It is shown that this new foreign policy has benefited 

Turkey economically; specifically, the positive effects of diplomatic activities on international 

trade are estimated by using a standard trade gravity model” (Civan, Genç, Taşer & Atakul, 

2013, p. 108-109). 

Emiliano Alessandri highlighted the fact that the AKP new foreign policy towards Muslim states did 

not aim to establish an Islamic bloc as many scholars analysed, but rather as a growing regional 

competition between Turkey and various regional countries including Iran (Alessandri, 2010, p. 9). 

Alessandri pointed out:  

“Turkey is not ‘drifting’; it is in search of a new place and a new identity in the mutated 

context of the post-Cold War era. This complex process of transformation does not 

undermine Turkey’s Western orientation, but it tests it again, calling upon Turkish political 

actors to re-affirm their commitment to cooperation and integration” (Alessandri, 2010, p. 

18).  
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Idealistic interests   

The first group: Islamisation  

Efraim Inbar, professor of Political Studies at Bar-Ilan University and the director of its Begin-Sadat 

Center for Strategic Studies in Israel, emphasised that the AKP brought an Islamic ideology to 

Turkey’s foreign policy. This ideology aimed to distance Turkey from the West and to promote 

close relations with Muslim countries. As a result of this policy, the AKP government’s support 

towards the Palestinian cause increased while on the other hand, the Turkish-Israeli relations 

declined. Inbar said: 

“The deterioration in the Ankara-Jerusalem relationship is part of a reorientation of Turkish 

foreign policy, characterised by moving away from the West and by a desire for better 

relations with Muslim states, including radical actors such as Iran, Hamas and Hizballah.  On 

the surface, it seems that the Palestinian issue gained greater resonance in Ankara after the 

AKP came to power, leading to greater tensions with Israel” (Inbar, 2011).  

Mustafa Ali Sezal suggested that the AKP government changed its foreign policy following the Arab 

Spring from ‘proactivity’ (AKP’s activism to improve the Turkish relations with neighbours) to 

‘religion/sectarian-based idealism with aspirations for dominating the region’ (Sezal, 2016).  

Ayhan Kaya has employed the concept of Islamisation to describe the AKP policy inside and outside 

Turkey. Kaya considered that the trade openness towards the Middle East including the Gulf region 

was another aspect in Islamising the Turkish political-economic relations. According to Kaya, the 

AKP’s Islamisation of the Turkish policy was gradually expanded to the education, media and 

further to the regional relations (Kaya, 2014, p. 47-69). Birol Yesilada and Barry Rubin shared the 

view of Kaya (Yesilada & Rubin, 2011). 

Toni Alaranta emphasised that the strong Islamic ideology was the dominance of the AKP policy. 

He linked the AKP policy, which tended to destroy the Kemalist Westernisation secularisation 

tendency, to the idea that Turkey is leading the whole Middle East into a different period of 

‘civilizational re-awakening’. Alaranta considered the AKP process of normalisation and 

democratisation as a problematic issue facing the Turkish state. These processes had a second face 

which aimed to connect the AKP narrow Islamic-conservative ideology with its constituency 
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(Alaranta, 2015a, p. 12-13). Alan Sekulow pointed out that the AKP tended to harm Turkish 

relations with Israel, and the religious ideology was one of the main factors which drove Turkey’s 

stance regarding Israel (Sekulow, 2016). Martina Warning and Tuncay Kardaş built their analysis of 

the new AKP foreign policy on ideational as well as contextual factors. They emphasised that the 

AKP engagement in the Middle East was not an inevitable result of external factors, but an outcome 

of AKP’s identity politics and the unforeseen regional and national implosions (Warning & Kardaş, 

2011, p. 136-137). 

Behlül Özkan, an assistant professor of Political Science at Marmara University, used the term of 

Pan-Islamism to describe AKP’s foreign policy. Özkan defined the term Pan-Islamism on the basis 

of two principles. Firstly, the AKP pursued a foreign policy based on the Islamic ideology, specifically 

Sunnism. Within this context, Özkan suggested that Davutoğlu used Islam as an instrument to 

shape the Turkish foreign policy and that its expansion policy was aimed at consolidating its internal 

power. Secondly, the AKP’s expansion policy was specifically targeted at the Middle East, the 

Balkans and the Caucasus (Özkan, 2014b). Özkan’s analysis was based on various works of 

Davutoğlu. 

According to Özkan, the term of Neo-Ottomanism did not describe the AKP’ foreign policy, 

especially because this term imposes an excessive focus on the relationship with the West which 

the AKP did not seek:  

“Ottomanism emerged in the second half of the 19th century, aimed at preserving the 

Ottoman Empire by two methods: First, by Westernizing the country and becoming part of 

Europe; second, by abolishing the dominant status of Muslims as a millet system, thus 

integrating non-Muslim communities into the state, and preventing the emergence of 

nationalist movements. Davutoğlu opposes both Ottomanism’s tendency toward 

Westernisation and its removal of the privileged position enjoyed by the Islamic identity. 

Stressing the failure of Ottomanism to prevent the fall of the Ottoman Empire, Davutoğlu 

idealises and seeks to emulate the Islamism of the era of Abdülhamid II. In Davutoğlu’s view, 

just as the Islamism of Abdülhamid’s era forestalled the disintegration of the Ottoman 
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Empire, it is likewise the only ideology that will make Turkey a leader in the Middle East in 

the post-Cold War period” (Özkan, 2014a).  

Soner Çağaptay suggested that the AKP orientation focused asymmetrically on Islamist Arab 

countries and anti-Western regimes, while it ignored Israel. He said: “The AKP has pursued 

rapprochement with Sudan, Syria, Iran, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and Iran, and has regular contacts 

with Hamas and Hezbollah. This picture represents a departure from the traditional, exclusively 

pro-Western orientation of Turkish foreign policy” (Çağaptay, 2009). Çağaptay considered that the 

concept of Econo-Islamism applies to the AKP’s foreign policy orientation instead of Neo-

Ottomanism (Çağaptay, 2009). 

The second group: Sociological  

Analysing the AKP policy from a sociological perspective (the AKP government reflect the will of 

the majority in Turkey, which is a conservative Sunni Muslim Anatolian population, and is seeking 

to consolidate its power and enhancing more geopolitical independence) is the main discussion of 

this group. Tuncay Kardaş and Ali Balci made a comparison between the Turkish foreign policy 

towards Israel before and after 2002. According to them, in both periods, the Turkish-Israeli 

relations was mainly subjected to domestic politics and civil-military relations in Turkey. Before 

2002, Balci and Kardaş argued that the securitisation process, which summarised the influence of 

security in shping the Turkish foreign policy, contributed to strengthening the relations between 

Turkey and Israel: “Turkey’s relations with Israel in the 1990s were exploited by the military and 

Kemalist elites to fight against the rise of the social forces of political Islam and Kurdish nationalism” 

(Kardaş & Balci, 2012, p.105).  

However, after the AKP came to power, various functional desecuritising factors changed the 

domestic political climate in Turkey. Besides AKP’s prioritising the economic field over the security 

one, Tuncay Kardaş and Ali Balci focused mainly on the influence of the sociological factor in 

shaping the AKP’s foreign policy. Such a sociological factor created pressure on the AKP 

government to slow down the Turkish-Israeli relations after many serious events occured including 

the Israeli-Lebanese War in 2006, the 2008 Gaza war, and the 2010 Mavi Marmara attack:  
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“These developments also generated massive public protests against Israel and made some 

civil society organisations more sensitive about the Palestinian question. The mobilisation of 

the Turkish public reached its peak with massive popular demonstrations across the country 

against the state of Israel after the Flotilla Attack. Remarkably, many civil society 

organisations called on the Turkish government to take action against Israel” (Kardaş & Balci, 

2012, p.113).  

Balci and Kardaş added: 

“The government and the civil society have effectively desecuritised relations with Israel, 

which paved the way for a gradual reversal of the cordial relations and saw the end of the 

strategic alliance. It was predominantly Turkey’s domestic political power struggle that 

impacted upon both the start and the collapse of the relations with Israel” (Kardaş & Balci, 

2012, p.116). 

Ömer Taşpınar saw the AKP’s openness policy towards the Middle East from the angle of 

maintaining more strategic and multidimensional foreign policy as well as fulfilling the AKP’s 

idealistic interests and not as a departure from the West alliance. This was because the AKP 

followed a very pragmatic and moderately political Islam agenda instead of pushing for militant 

Islamism. Taşpınar coined the term of Neo-Ottomanism, which has been widely used by many 

scholars to explain the AKP policy, and highlighted its three characteristics: 

“The first is the willingness to come to terms with Turkey’s Ottoman and Muslim heritage. 

Neo-Ottomanism does not call for Turkish imperialism. Similarly, it does not seek to institute 

an Islamic legal system to supplant secularism. Instead, it favours a more moderate version 

of secularism. Neo-Ottomanism opens the door for a less ethnic and more civic and 

multicultural conceptualization of citizenship. As a result, compared to the Kemalist principles 

of the nationalist Turkish Republic. The second characteristic of neo-Ottomanism is a sense 

of grandeur and self-confidence in Turkey’s role in the world. The third aspect of Neo-

Ottomanism is its goal of embracing the West as much as the Muslim world” (Taşpınar, 

2011b, p.9-10).  
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Accordingly, Taşpınar clarified the purpose of the Neo-Ottomanism of the AKP which is not aimed 

to revive the former Ottoman Empire, but rather to internally free the restriction on religion, and 

to encourage Turkey to take a proactive role in the Arab world after the Kemalist elites distanced 

themselves from the Islamic and Arab world.  

This term of Neo-Ottomanism was also approved by Ahmet Davutoğlu when he said on 23rd 

November 2009, during a meeting with deputies from the party: “The Ottoman Empire left a 

legacy. They call us neo-Ottomans. Yes, we are New-Ottomans” (Hashemi, 2014, p.81-96). 

Furthermore, Davutoğlu stressed the importance of the Neo-Ottomanism to establish a moderate 

form of the Turkish secularism at home and adopting a more active policy abroad, particularly in 

the field of mediation of disputes. Within this context, Turkey focused on strengthening the soft 

power sources to maximise their influence in the region. Accordingly, the new Turkish vision in line 

with Turkey’s security and prosperity has integrated closely with the Middle Eastern neighbours 

and the wider Muslim world. In late 2011, Davutoğlu explained to the Financial Times that 

previously the AKP had been seen as “a man with strong muscles, an empty stomach, a small brain 

and a shaky heart” (Reynolds, 2015). 

Henri Barkey suggested that the AKP derives much of its strength from the pious and conservative 

majority which is known as the Anatolian Tigers. Therefore, the AKP government’s opening towards 

the Middle East and the involvement in the Arab Spring should be seen within this context. 

Furthermore, the Arab Spring has created much more ideological interests and potential 

opportunities for the AKP government. This was because Turkey was perceived in the Arab 

countries as a democratic, prosperous, and dynamic country at peace with Islamic politics. Barkey 

asserted that despite the AKP success in various fields including security and the economy, as well 

as the AKP efforts to develop its relations with the Arab countries, the political confrontation with 

Israel since the 2008 Gaza war, put the AKP government at the heights of Middle Eastern public 

opinion (Barkey, 2011b). 
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1.4 Theoretical framework   

When we start talking about the AKP’s foreign policy, many heated discussions come to the fore 

including the democratisation process, authoritarian tendencies, Islamisation/secularisation of the 

Turkish state, national identity, as well as the power struggle. As a matter of fact, during the AKP 

period, these above-mentioned conceptualisations occupied a wide range of studies not only from 

Turkish scholars but also from the international ones (Alaranta, 2015a; Alaranta, 2015b; Atasoy, 

2009; Özbudun & Hale, 2010; Larrabee, 2010; Demir, 2017; Larrabee & Lesser, 2003; Murinson, 

2006) 

Within this context, many scholars do struggle to choose one of the classic theories (e.g. realism, 

liberalism, or idealism) and approaches when analysing and understanding the behavioural nature 

of the AKP foreign policy-making as well as the main causes of the transformation of Turkish foreign 

policy under AKP rule. In fact, there are interrelated factors across multiple levels which determine 

Turkish foreign policy. As a result of this complexity, the old paradigms or classical theories would 

be unable to provide a theoretical frame. In other words, this complexity has created many 

misunderstandings in academic and policy circles and of course, made my work much harder. This 

encouraged me during my study to search for a more dynamic type of analysis, and less fixed 

theories related to Turkish foreign policy. 

Indeed, the core of the AKP’s policy can be first and foremost explained through the purpose of 

consolidating mainly its domestic, and secondly its regional political power. This means that foreign 

policy is but a pragmatic tool through which an overall objective can be reached. Like any Turkish 

political party or any party in the rest of the world, the AKP and its actual leader, Recep Tayyip 

Erdoğan, want to increase political power and consolidate their position. The AKP does so to 

implement its party program. For the party elites, political power is also a goal in its own right. 

With power come many privileges for the elites and their followers as well. 

In the specific Turkish political context – which is characterised by a history of a fierce power 

struggle between various political groups – losing power can have very serious consequences, such 

as being victim to revanchist actions of the successors (think of massive dismissals of AKP loyalists 

from the public sector, opening real and alleged corruption and high treason cases, trials, 



   16 
 

imprisonment, etc.). In other words, consolidating power is also but a means to an end. For indeed, 

one might wonder, ‘what is the purpose of being in power’? I argue that the AKP government, in 

turn, uses this power to revive ‘Ottomanism’, cloaked in an aura of modernity, which can be called 

‘neo-ottomanism’ or ‘Grand Turkey’. This neo-ottomanism, based on Taşpınar’s discussion in the 

literature review, constitutes a project that aims at Turkey becoming again the central regional 

power, with a central government, and being able to determine both the processes and outcomes 

of domestic and geo-regional decision-making. 

Thus, in order to analyse in-depth this AKP’s foreign policy as well as the influence of multiple 

internal and external factors on Turkey’s state policy towards Israel and Palestine, we should 

answer crucial questions including how the interests, policies, and discourses of the AKP 

government come into being. How are Turkey’s domestic politics and geopolitical developments 

affecting AKP’s foreign policy? How is the AKP’s foreign policy functioning? The answer to these 

questions in a scientific and systemic way will help us define a mature theoretical framework for 

the AKP’s foreign policy. 

I will be looking at two central aspects that constitute the AKP’s foreign policy. Firstly, how do 

Turkish interests come about (see section 1.4.1)? Secondly, how exactly does the AKP’s foreign 

policy function (see section 1.4.2)? 

1.4.1 Determining and constituting interests 

We can look at the way in which Turkish interests are constructed. I find that there are two central 

motivations that shape Turkish foreign policy: material and ideological ones. To start in a 

systematic way, it is pivotal for the further development of this dissertation, i.e. the construction 

and answering of my research question, to understand how and why both of these interests 

(material and Ideological) come about. This understanding helps us not only to highlight both the 

material and ideological interests which are shaping the AKP foreign policy but also the political 

and practical influence of multiple factors on the internal and external policy of the ruling party. 

I draw this distinction from the famous ‘first debate’ in international relations theory. The first 

major debate since International Relations (IR) became an academic subject is between the 

utopian liberalists of the 1920s and the realists of the 1930s-1950s. Utopian liberalism focused on 
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international law, international organisation, interdependence, cooperation and peace while 

realism focused on power politics, security, aggression, conflict and war (Jackson & Sørensen, 

2010, p. 39).  The realist IR scholars asserted that in the case of chaos or conflicts (the absence of 

an overall system of law), the state always seeks to fulfil its interests and to ensure its own survival 

by means of its power. In other words, the main driver behind a state’s foreign policy is to obtain 

security and keep its power. Neorealist IR scholars did not pay much attention to the 

transformation of the state identity but rather focused on the material distribution of power. 

Furthermore, the dominant neorealism and neoliberal institutionalist theory of international 

relations neglect the question of how state interests are constructed and did not address it in their 

main discussions (cited in Alaranta, 2015b, p. 22). According to Ruggie: 

 “Neo-utilitarianism provides no answer to the foundational question: how the constituent 

actors -that is, territorial states came to acquire their current identity and the interests that 

are assumed to go along with it. Similarly, any potential present or future change in this 

identity and in corresponding interests is beyond the scope of the theory” (Alaranta, 2015b, 

p. 22).   

Within this context, analysing how state interests are constructed and come about needs a 

constructivist approach. Alexander Wendt, a well-known constructivist, asserted that state’s 

interests are built in response to mainly its domestic structure and also to the international system 

around it: 

 “Because of the low density of international society, I do not claim that states are 

constructed primarily by international structures. Much of the construction is at the domestic 

level, as Liberals have emphasised, and a complete theory of state identity needs to have a 

large domestic component. However, these identities are made possible by and embedded in 

a systemic context” (Wendt, 1999, p. 22) 

Interests can be considered to be the material or ideological self-concerns of specific groups, 

individuals or states. In this dissertation, I assume that Turkey pursues both material and ideological 

sets of interests in shaping its foreign policy towards Palestine and Israel. Both of these interests 

are constituted through different mechanisms. Of course, due to the complexity and 
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multidimensionality of the Turkish-Palestinian-Israeli triangle, analysing the AKP policy from one 

dimension and one interest alone would limit the understanding of the core of the AKP’s foreign 

policy. Therefore, this research aims to analyse both material and ideological interests and sees 

them both as part and parcel of a symbiotic relation in shaping Turkish foreign policy, unlike 

previous studies which tended to study them separately. 

 

1.4.1.1 Material interests:   

 

 Material interests construction  

The following mechanism sets out to describe, explain and account for how material interests arise 

and develop in the AKP’s foreign policy: 

 

One can wonder who is in charge or has the most influence in creating Turkey’s material interests? 

Is the material interests’ structure a ‘bottom-up’ model, according to the pluralist theory 

democracy,  in which the masses influence the elites to create the material interests or is it a ‘top-

down’ model in which the elites influence the masses to create the material interests (Risse-

Kappen, 1991, p. 480-481)? I would argue that the construction of material interests is totally 

different from these models. To explain that clearly, the relative interaction between two 

independent variables (IVs) shape our dependent variable (DV), material interests. The IVs are the 
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domestic structure and the regional geopolitics. Let me first start with the domestic structure. In 

turn it is possible to break down this concept into three interrelated factors constituting our first 

IV: 1) public opinion (aggregation of the view of individuals, households and civil society); 2) non-

governing political, economic elites (Kemalists, secularists, nationalists, and Islamists –excluding 

AKP); 3) governing elites (AKP and its affiliates).   

As we can see, within our first IV ‘domestic structure’, we can see that a complex interaction 

between our three determinants takes place. In the case of Turkish foreign policy, this means that 

societal demands (of the public and non-governing elites) are communicated to the governing 

elites (AKP and its affiliates) and vice versa in order to create a playing field in which eventual 

common interests can be formulated. If these material interests are not met, the government will 

face insurmountable opposition from its own supporters and the other segments of society and 

be unable to hold power. Our second IV relates to regional geopolitics. Within this perspective, 

the changes and developments that occur exogenously in the region and on a global level cannot 

be ignored and would be here the second determining factor in constructing Turkish material 

interests. This does not mean that our two IVs operate separately from one another. On the 

contrary, there is significant overlap and mutual influence between the two.  

To sum up, despite the fact that the AKP has been largely known for being the main driver of the 

Turkish foreign policy, there are red lines and limits in the Turkish foreign policy which cannot be 

exceeded by any governing party including the AKP: they are Turkey’s national security and the 

Turkish participation in the global and regional economic market. This mechanism can be called an 

‘interaction’ model between the domestic structure itself and also between the regional 

geopolitics. This interaction means that the AKP’s material interests are founded on the base of 

having a common understanding of other internal and external parties’ interests and needs. Of 

course, the AKP as a ruling party have the power (hegemony) to say how these material interests 

can be implemented but the core of these interests is drawn by an interaction between the 

domestic structure and the geopolitics, where the AKP is one actor among two others. This is 

exactly what the constructivist view is all about, the domestic structure or the international system 

are not independent factors. According to Wendt, the constructing of state’s interests could not be 

forced (neorealist perspective) or accepted by being self-created apart from the geopolitics, but it 
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can follow an ‘interaction’ model between both above-mentioned factors (constructivist view) 

(Alaranta, 2015b, p. 23). 

 Material interests definition  

Drawing from the (neo)realist tradition (Waltz 1979), we hold that a state needs to address its 

vulnerabilities in an anarchical international system. As a rationalist approach that takes the 

international system as the most important level of analysis, neorealism holds that the 

commensurate basic interests are exogenously given. Turkey’s region is extraordinarily turbulent. 

Regardless of the political party or leader in power, and the different strategies governmental 

parties can choose to pursue these interests, each Turkish government will have to observe basic 

security and economic interests. Without defending and advancing these interests, a government 

loses legitimacy and is set to lose elections.  

Security interests 

Questions of security and insecurity are integral parts of both domestic and foreign policy of any 

state, which no one at any given level of the state can ignore. Thomas Hobbes asserted the 

importance of security in all areas of the state, as well as a basic element indispensable in any 

human activity taking place: 

 “There is no place for industry, because the fruit thereof is uncertain, and consequently no 

culture of the earth, no navigation nor use of the commodities that may be imported by sea, 

no commodious building, no instruments of moving and removing such things as require 

much force, no knowledge of the face of the earth; no account of time, no arts, no letters, no 

society, and, which is worst of all, continual fear and danger of violent death, and the life of 

man solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short” (Hobbes, 1946). 

On the other hand, Jackson-Preece asserted that many classical and modernist scholars in the 

academic circles have a limited definition of  security to be equated with just defence: 

 “But the security agenda is much broader than defence and now includes questions of force 

and military preparedness problems and policies to do with human and minority rights, 

migration, poverty, the environment and other societal issues. Following on from this wider 
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agenda, security in international relations is increasingly concerned not only with the safety 

of states but also of the peoples within them” (Jackson-Preece, 2011, p.1)  

By this broad understanding, each Turkish government has to take the national security dimension 

very seriously into their political calculations of both domestic and foreign policy. Of course, this 

conceptualisation implies that the state is ready to defend itself against potential foreign attackers. 

Therefore, it needs a self-defence capability against a theoretical armed conflict with powers such 

as Russia, Iran, Syria or Greece. This capability depends on both military alliances – which is 

basically NATO in Turkey’s case – and domestically generated capabilities. Different Turkish 

governments will differ about the weight of each of these components. 

Successive Turkish governments have also been defending themselves against domestic threats 

to their stability and territorial integrity, notably from the PKK as well as extreme left-wing and 

Islamist armed groups. Responses to these threats can and should be multidimensional (social, 

economic, cultural, repressive), but it can be observed that foreign policy has always been used to 

address these domestic security issues as well.  

Security also implies keeping tensions with foreign powers under control. The number of enemies 

and the intensity of hostility should not reach too high a level. Successive Turkish governments 

have tried to manage these relations through alliances (NATO), rapprochements, mediating roles, 

etc (Lesage, 2016b, p. 241-312). 

Economic interests 

Many theories of international relations have emphasised the important role of economic 

interests in shaping the ruling party’s policy as well as in bolstering the state’s sovereignty in both 

regional and global affairs. For instance, Mercantilism, an economic theory pursued by the major 

states of Europe from the 16th to the 18th century asserted that: 

 “The best way to maximise wealth and to reduce the vulnerability of their states was to 

actively encourage exports while discouraging imports, thereby adding to their stocks of gold 

and silver (the currency of international trade at that time). The surplus could then be used 

to promote industrial development, to build the bureaucratic infrastructure of the 
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government, and to strengthen the army and navy. In short, the nation's economic activities 

were to support of self-sufficiency and state power” (Kinsella, Russett & Starr, 2012, p. 289-

290). 

Thus, Turkey, with its modern state, young population, and strategic location, can develop ample 

economic opportunities. Successive governments have followed particular strategies for this – also 

in line with power configurations shared among domestic social groups – but each government 

has had to add an economic dimension to its foreign policy.  

 

1.4.1.2 Idealistic interests  

 

 Idealistic interests construction  

The following mechanism sets out to describe, explain and account for how idealistic interests 

arise and develop within the AKP’s foreign policy: 

 

The ideological interests are constructed somewhat differently from their material counterpart. 

Within the domestic structure, two distinct determinants interact: governing elites and the 

‘Anatolian Muslim mass’. The latter refers to the large segment of Turkish population that considers 

itself to be conservative and practising Muslims. These people have been continuously ignored by 

past regimes and governments when designing policy in Turkey. The AKP considers itself to be the 

first party to actually politically represent these people and their opinions. In other words, these 
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people constitute a major part of the electoral base of the AKP, meaning obviously that interactions 

between these two determine the domestic component of Turkey’s ideological interests. Secondly, 

the interaction of the domestic structure with regional geopolitics also played a decisive role in 

shaping Turkey’s ideological interests. 

 Idealistic interests definition  

These interests pertain to the ideological program of the AKP government. Pursuing these interests 

will also serve its overarching interest to remain in power. Neorealism tends to overlook interests 

that are defined by domestic political actors and thus derived from their autonomous will. These 

interests stand apart from the basic economic and security interests. Yet, these interests can also 

influence the specific ways a government determines strategies to serve material interests, in both 

positive and negative ways. Importantly, the pursuit of certain ideological interests can undermine 

material interests – a government will always feel a demand or pressure to control potentially 

negative effects (Lesage, 2016b, p. 241-312). 

Erdoğan and the AKP are convinced that in modern Turkey the will of the majority of the people – 

the ‘Anatolian Muslim mass’ was never fully reflected in the government of the country. According 

to Mecham: “The party (AKP) was to represent citizen Osman, the average Turk who was struggling 

to make it in the modern world” (Mecham, 2004, p. 351). Throughout the decades, there has 

always been a political stand-off between the secularist, military-bureaucratic elite and the 

representatives of the more conservative majority. The former held on to power through artificial 

mechanisms, with the power of the army as the instrument of last resort. The AKP sphere holds 

that whenever a conservative leader became ‘too powerful’, he was deposed by the minority 

elites. From this perspective, Sultan Abdülhamid II (coup in 1908-‘09), Prime Minister Adnan 

Menderes (coup in 1960), President Turgut Özal (‘poisoned’ in 1993, according to conservative 

rumors) and Prime Minister Necmettin Erbakan (coup in 1997) underwent similar fates, while 

Erdoğan is trying to break this cycle.   

Powerful secularist minority circles have often been seen as too ready to give up Turkish-Islamic 

values for westernisation and even give up national economic and security interests. European 

powers in the 19th century and the US and NATO in the Cold War period were allowed too much 
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influence and control. On the contrary, the AKP government and its affiliates are seeking to achieve 

geopolitical independence. 

Although Erdoğan – then supported by Gülenist and liberal circles – strongly invested in EU 

membership in his first term (2002-2007), this has now become a much lesser priority, with EU 

member states speaking out against Turkish membership on grounds of identity and democratic 

standards, and Erdoğan and his party reasserting Ottoman roots, Islamic values and their version 

of (a somewhat more inclusive) Turkish nationalism. Since then, the AKP views the US and major 

EU countries as the powers most eager to exercise political control over Turkey in one way or 

another. 

In the most recent period, the fight between Erdoğan and the PKK (which is in alliance with the US 

in Syria against ISIS) and the Gülen Movement (seen as too pro-US and even ‘subservient’ to 

Western interests) can be viewed through similar lenses.   

The following vision informs Turkish foreign policy under AKP in various ways: 

 It looks for like-minded allies abroad who lend support to these Turkish priorities.  

 Relations vis-à-vis EU and US got strained due to Gezi park, PKK and Gülen issues.  

 Ankara attempts to become more independent from the US. It seeks good relations 

with Russia, China and other non-Western powers.  

 Ankara welcomed the inauguration of President Trump because of Trump’s moral 

support to Erdoğan after the 2016 coup attempt, more Gülen-critical stance, and 

lesser priority to ‘democracy and human rights’ in partner countries.  

 The choice for autarkic defence procurement by 2023. 

 

Besides the desire of the AKP to reach a geopolitical independence, the idea of Turkey becoming 

a leader in the Muslim world was in its ideological interest. William Hale asserted that the domestic 

political structure helps to shape Turkey’s Middle East policy:  

“Foreign policy is not self-standing or determined solely by external circumstances, but is 

often affected by domestic divisions that shape party identity. We can classify these into the 

following categories: first, historically determined cultural and ethnic cleavages; second, 
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public opinion on foreign policy issues; and, third, current domestic policy considerations that 

have important foreign policy implications” (Hale, 2016, p. 1). 

Therefore, the AKP sphere wants to take pride from its recognition as a leader of the Muslim world, 

echoing the historical position of the Ottoman caliphate. The build-up of soft power that goes with 

this specific interest is supportive of all the previous interests. However, this interest also 

represents a distinct idea in itself. 

Thus, the political equation of how the idealistic interests are constructed, proves that ideas, 

values, beliefs of the ruling party and its ‘Anatolian Muslim mass’ are influencing Turkey’s foreign 

policy. This is because the ideas are “the basis of assumed social realities whereby political leaders 

explain and justify their policies to the public” (Baldwin, Cave & Lodge, 2012, p. 49). 

To sum up the answer to the first question ‘how are both the material and idealistic interests 

constructed’ and to prove my above-mentioned assumptions and mechanisms, the Turkish 

relations with Israel and Hamas could be both very good examples. Despite all the ideological 

differences between Israel and the AKP elites as well as despite the political tension between Israel 

and the AKP government since the 2008 Gaza war, followed by the 2009 Davos incident, the 2010 

Low Chair incident and the peak crisis during the 2010 Mavi Marmara incident, the economic 

relations between the two countries were not really affected. Additionally, when it came to 

Turkey’s national security, many meetings, either in public or secret, were conducted. What is 

more, despite all the AKP government’s promises to Hamas and the people in Gaza not to 

normalise Turkish relations with Israeli until the siege of Gaza was broken, the AKP retreated on its 

promises in pursuit of its material interests. The same goes for the AKP relations with Hamas. 

Despite the shared political Islamist ideological ties between them, the AKP cannot propose, for 

instance, to establish a state in Gaza under Hamas rule. In the same vein, despite the cultural, 

historical and religious bonds between Palestine and Turkey as well as the AKP’s pro-Palestine 

position in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, the AKP cannot support a solution to the Palestinian 

problem other than that advocated by the international community initiatives, including the “two-

state solution” and “the Arab-Israeli peace initiative”. 
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In other words, the AKP government is not the only actor in constructing both state’s material and 

ideological interests, as many scholars claimed. This is why we need to pay close attention to the 

interaction between both the domestic structure (social actors) and the international system as 

well as the changes occurring at both levels. Within this perspective, the AKP’s structure of both 

material and ideological interests are considered to be pragmatic.   

 

1.4.2 How does the AKP’s foreign policy function? 

Turkey is pragmatic in its foreign policy, in that the latter becomes an instrument in cases of both 

internal and external instability. In the case of the former, foreign policy will be used to gather 

support among the AKP’s electoral base and more broadly among opposing domestic actors in 

order to strengthen its potentially weakened position. In the latter case, when external instability 

occurs, but internal stability prevails, the AKP will use this stability and broad domestic support to 

pursue an agenda of international opportunism. In the case of having instability in both internal 

and external situation, the AKP will use a ‘complex interaction’ model to try to stabilise both 

situations. The three situations will be discussed in depth in the further sections. 

To prove this analysis  -taking into consideration that the main research topic of this dissertation is 

the contemporary Turkish foreign policy towards Palestine and Israel-, I will split the governing 

period of the AKP into four chronological periods: 2002 to 2007, 2007 to 2011, 2011 to 2015, and 

2015 to 2016. This is because the theoretical comparison of these periods helps to clarify AKP’s 

foreign policy behaviour, to test the characteristics of continuity and change in the Turkish-

Palestinian-Israeli relations and to solidify the structure of the thesis. 

A) During the 2002-2007 period, AKP’s interests were in harmony. Harmony means that interests 

are of equal importance. This means that one does not undermine the other or even does not 

necessarily support each other in shaping state’s policy. This harmony occurred due to, first and 

foremost, the internal situation, and then regional and international developments. As a result of 

the interaction with both of these independent variables (Harmony of Interests + stable internal 

situation), the AKP government achieved unprecedented foreign policy outcomes. These 

outcomes included establishing international alliances, a different vision of the Turkish 
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geostrategic location, economic success, as well as rebuilding its relations with Arab and Islamic 

neighbours. This means that Turkey’s foreign policy behaviour after the AKP came to power moved 

from being ‘unidimensional’ in the geopolitical alignments (Western camp) to pursuing a ‘multi-

dimensional’ one. Of course, the multi-dimensional policy is used by the governing elites to 

achieving self-interest and utility maximisation..  

A very clear example in this case, the AKP government in its first ruling period started to behave 

like an independent actor, and liberated itself from being committed to the Western system. As a 

result, the AKP government used multiple discourses at the same time including pro-Western and 

pro-Eastern ones. The AKP’s pro-Western discourse aimed at gaining access to the European 

Union because such a step could provide Turkey with many political, economic and geostrategic 

benefits. Of course, this would also satisfy the Kemalists guardian of the secular Republic and 

alleviate their pressure. In the meantime, the AKP’s was able to reduce the influence of the army 

in Turkey’s civilian life in order to meet the standards of the Copenhagen criteria. Of course, the 

Kemalist and secularists could not oppose Erdoğan on his way towards the European Dream which 

was a national demand. On the other hand, the AKP's pro-Eastern discourse or so-called Islamist 

discourse aimed at broadening the AKP’s foreign policy so as not being cornered in a 

‘unidimensional’ policy. This expansion policy towards the Middle East was based on material and 

ideological motivations including undoubtedly the satisfaction of the AKP electoral base, the 

‘Anatolian Muslim mass’.  In doing so, the AKP government was able to catch two birds with one 

stone. This means that both discourses worked in parallel lines without conflicting with each other. 

As a result, the AKP government was able to pursue a multi-dimensional foreign policy in both the 

West and the East (Özpek & Demirağ, 2014, p. 329-334). 

Ofra Bengio, a Senior Research Fellow at the Moshe Dayan Centre for Middle Eastern and African 

Studies at Tel Aviv University, highlighted that the AKP government attempted to strike a balance 

between various roles including: 

“As a bridge between East and West, as a secular country and at the same time a standard 

bearer of moderate Islam countering radical Iran, as mediator between Israel and Syria and 

Israel and the Palestinians, as an ally of Israel and a staunch supporter of the Palestinians, 
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an influential player in the Arab and Muslim world and at the same time an important partner 

in NATO and an aspiring member of the EU” (Bengio, 2009b, p. 21).  

Ibrahim Kalin, a Deputy Secretary General and a Senior Advisor to Erdoğan, the Turkish President, 

and the current Press Secretary in the Turkish Presidential Complex, asserted that the new AKP’s 

foreign policy should be understood within the context of building balanced interests between 

‘realpolitik’ and ‘ideal-politik’. Kalin suggested that the core elements of Turkish foreign policy can 

be summarised in two: “soft power” and “public diplomacy.” He also referred to the collaboration 

of various aspects including political, social, security and economic in explaining the transformation 

of Turkish foreign policy (Kalin, 2011, p. 6-9).  

Within this analysis, we can understand that AKP’s proactive policy towards the Middle East was 

not only based on cultural-historical and ideological ties, as many scholars claimed, but also on 

existing material interests. In other words, both material and ideological interests directly 

influenced the AKP’s foreign policy behaviour towards its geopolitical relations. This stage 

represented a continuity in the relations of the Turkish-Palestinian-Israeli triangle under the AKP 

rule. 

B) During the periods of 2007-2011 and 2011-2015, the idealistic interests were prioritised over 

material interests in shaping the AKP’s policy due to, firstly, the internal situation, and then 

regional and international developments. The AKP’s prioritisation of ideological interests was due 

to the difficulties which it had to face mainly at home. These challenges include the controversial 

E-memorandum of the army in April 2007, the Republic Rallies protest in May 2007, the AKP 

closure case in March 2008, the Ergenekon controversy in 2010 and the Gezi Park protests in 2013. 

Contrary to the AKP’s first governing period, “the AKP’s golden age”, Öniş asserted that the latter 

in its second and third ruling period witnessed an internal and external decline due to many factors 

including the AKP’s economic performance, the democratisation front, the internal power struggle 

and the over-ambitious foreign policy (Öniş, 2015, p.1-4). 

Within this context, the AKP used its foreign policy, including the political tension with Israel (which 

started with the Gaza war in 2008 and was followed by the 2009 Davos incident, the 2010 Low 

Chair incident and peaked during the 2010 Mavi Marmara incident), the Palestinian cause (Hamas 
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victory in the Parliamentary election in 2006 and the Gaza siege) as well as the Arab Spring events 

and the rise of political Islam in the region as an instrument for various internal purposes. First, to 

counter the AKP’s internal difficulties. Second, to consolidate its internal political power. Third, to 

increase its popularity among its conservative Sunni majority as well as among the Sunni Arabs in 

other countries.  

Bengio asserted that the AKP government instrumentalised the tension in the Turkish-Israeli 

relations, which started with the 2008 Gaza war, to overcome many internal confrontations with 

the opposition, which threatened the continuation of the AKP ruling the country. Within this 

perspective, the AKP government began using their foreign policy agenda as an instrument to 

manipulate sympathy for multiple purposes including:  

“Evidently, there was clear sympathy toward the Palestinians among the Turkish people. At 

the same time it was also evident that the government was attempting to manipulate this 

sympathy for different purposes: mobilising support for the AKP in the Turkish local elections 

in March 2009; deflecting attention from the domestic PKK problem; challenging the military, 

the architect of relations with Israel; and, finally, enhancing Turkey’s role among Arab and 

Muslim countries” (Bengio, 2009a, p. 52-53).  

Despite the AKP’s instrumentalisation of its foreign policy, the ups and downs in the Turkish-Israeli 

relations and all these rhetorical and emotional reactions between the two countries, the 

consolidation of material interests remained strong (Bengio, 2009a, p. 54). For instance, the 

economic and energy relations between the two states were not affected. Thus, both these AKP’s 

governing periods represented a change (in terms of political prioritisation) in the relations of the 

Turkish-Palestinian-Israeli triangle under the AKP rule. 

What deserves to be mentioned here is that during the AKP’s second ruling period (2007-2011), 

the shift towards prioritisation of the ideological interests did not harm Turkey’s material interests 

adversely. A case in point is the Israeli-Turkish relations. On the contrary, during the AKP’s third 

ruling period (Arab Spring), the overstressing of ideological interests harmed Turkey’s material 

interests. For instance, from an internal perspective, Turkey suffered from multiple crises including 

the Syrian’s refugee crisis, the war against ISIS, the war against the PKK, increasing security risks, 
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decline of the economy and increase of unemployment. From an external perspective, several 

developments occurred during and after the Arab Spring, more importantly, Turkey’s had unstable 

relations in its foreign relations diplomacy. A case in point is the Turkish-Russia tension. As a result, 

it can be argued that, this way, AKP’s foreign policy during the Arab Spring period lost the pillar of 

its multi-dimensionality. According to Burak Bilgehan Özpek and Yelda Demirağ: “In the Arab Spring 

period, Turkey can thus be viewed as having narrowed its Middle East understanding into Sunni 

groups” (Özpek & Demirağ, 2014, p. 344).  

C) In 2016, the AKP’s foreign policy in the post-Arab Spring era moved from being ‘highly proactive’ 

to a ‘policy of selective engagement’ (Dalay, 2016), a policy centred around rational calculations, 

ad hoc alliances, and giving much more attention to stabilising the internal situation. In other 

words, we can say the AKP government experienced a period of organised chaos. 

Turkey’s significant shift of position came after a high degree of chaos inside and outside Turkey 

following the AKP’s miscalculation over the Arab Spring. Within this internal and global turmoil, 

the AKP government had less political manoeuvring and more limited choice. This pushed the party 

to implement ‘urgent’ policies including recalculating who its enemies and allies were as well as 

searching for effective and realistic solutions to contain, firstly, internal chaos, and then the 

geopolitics. The AKP’s attempts for change followed the fact that “No society, including the 

hegemonious and great powers, are immune from these global crises, and Turkey is certainly no 

exception”(Keyman, 2016, p. 2275). 

As a response to this change, the AKP government moved from being ‘highly proactive’ to a ‘policy 

of selective engagement’. This change can be explained in the mechanism of a ‘complex 

interaction’ model. The mechanism shows that the AKP government ‘attempted’ to find a harmony 

between their material and ideological interests. This is because, in the Arab Spring period (2011-

2015), the AKP greatly miscalculated its use of ideological interests which in turn harmed Turkey’s 

material interests, as well as distorting its political compass. 

The AKP continued its instrumentalisation of foreign policy, the insecurity in the geopolitical 

sphere, and its political tension with some regional and international actors in order to stabilise 

Turkey’s internal situation. This is exactly what happened in the November 2015 parliamentary 
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elections when the AKP spread the idea that there were regional and international plots aiming at 

making Turkey like Syria, while at the same time linking the vote for their party to the vote for 

stability and maintenance of the country’s security. Meanwhile, to strengthen Turkey’s global 

situation, the AKP government restored, to some extent, its zero problems policy and repositioned 

its relations with its neighbours. What is more, the AKP instrumentalised Turkey’s internal 

instability (the war against the PKK, Syria’s refugee crisis, and the failed attempt coup on 15 July 

2016) to justify certain government’s policy to its foreign allies such as the decline of press 

freedom, jailing academics and firing more than 120,000 people from public offices. Of course, it 

can be argued that the AKP government’s attempts were not all fruitful. These efforts can also be 

considered in the context of the AKP government’s attempts to stabilise Turkey’s geopolitical 

situation. 

As Israel was a priority on the Turkish agenda due to its importance for maintaining internal and 

external stability, the Turkish-Israeli relations were officially normalised in June 2016.  Although the 

Turkish-Israeli normalisation did not provide a real solution to the blockade imposed on Gaza, the 

AKP government renounced the ending of the siege for other important gains including AKP’s 

domestic and foreign priorities at that time. This normalisation, undoubtedly, does not alter the 

fact that Hamas, the Palestinian Authority as well as the Palestinian cause, remained important 

instruments for the AKP’s foreign policy to stabilise its domestic situation whenever needed. 

Göktuğ Sönmez pointed out that the AKP government, through this agreement, aimed to increase 

its international manoeuvrability, as well as to reduce its internal and regional security threats 

(Sönmez, 2016, p.1-2). Thus, this stage represented a continuity in the relations of the Turkish-

Palestinian-Israeli triangle under the AKP rule. 

To sum up, after the AKP ascended to power, many actors became involved effectively in shaping 

foreign policy decision-making. Of course, it can be argued that in the period of the AKP 

government, foreign policy decision-making mechanisms freed itself from being controlled by the 

military and in the same vein, the civilian influence became much clearer. To some extent, and this 

is shown by the above demonstration, I can say that the latter – the civilian role - was an exception 

to the way Turkey’s traditional politics had been implemented before. 
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One of the most important points which I would like to stress in this study is that although the AKP 

foreign policy had long-term goals, it can be said that the AKP’s policies enjoyed a very high degree 

of flexibility. This means that the government could easily select what suited its interest, in order 

to stay in power, despite the fact that these changes could mean a 180-degree redirection of their 

policies.  Of course, these changes would be done first and foremost to suit the internal situation, 

and secondly regional and international developments. We have many examples proving this 

assumption, such as the development of Turkish relations towards Israel, Syria, or Russia or even 

the EU, etc... We have seen that because of several political tense occurrences between Turkey 

and Israel or between Turkey and Russia, many scholars, politicians, journalists, or observers of 

Turkey’s foreign policy were doubting the AKP government’s ability to solve these problems. On 

the contrary, the AKP government did not only solve them but even instrumentalised these for 

AKP’s domestic purposes and to project itself forward on the regional and international platform. 

Again, it is true that Turkey’s foreign policy, from time to time, has various problems with the 

regional or other states, but this is how international politics work: today’s friend could turn into 

an enemy tomorrow and later on come back as one’s best friend. It is all about interests “What 

and who will serve my interests this time?”. As Palmerston said: “We have no eternal allies, and we 

have no perpetual enemies. Our interests are eternal and perpetual, and those interests it is our 

duty to follow” (Palmerston, 1848).  

Very simply put, I would argue that depending on, firstly, domestic, and secondly, regional and 

international developments, at any given moment in time, ideological interests can be in harmony 

with material interests. At other times, the material interests become subject to the influence of 

powerful ideological interests. In the case of the former, again, harmony means that both the 

material and ideological interests are of equal importance. In the latter case, we have two different 

situations. First, when there is overuse of ideological interests, this would harm the material ones 

as happened during the Arab Spring period. Second, the prioritisation of ideological interests 

would not be conflicting with the material ones such as happened in the Turkish-Israeli relations 

in 2007-2011. One can wonder why I insist on giving prioritisation precisely to the domestic 

situation. Because the main strength of the party comes from its electoral base and if the party 
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cannot please its voters’ desires or show a willingness to satisfy them, undoubtedly, it is bound to 

lose its electoral base and eventually its power. 

Following this analysis, the AKP’s material and ideological interests have been used as a ‘goal’ and 

also as a ‘tool’. This means that whenever the AKP government is threatened and confronted with 

internal or external troubles, these interests can move from being a ‘goal’ to be used as a ‘means’ 

to consolidate AKP’s power. In the case of stability, these interests can be seen in the context of 

being a ‘goal’, which the AKP is looking forward to achieve. This pragmatic policy is called 

exploitation-via-cooperation. 

 

1.5 Research importance 

This research offers a comprehensive and systematically integrated approach which analyses the 

Turkish policy towards Israel and Palestine and the continuity and change in the Turkish-

Palestinian-Israeli triangle (2002-2016). It provides a deep understanding of the various aspects of 

Turkish foreign policy itself, and the wider context in which it is operating by building a continuous 

line with its domestic, regional and international policy. The research explores the triangle’s 

turning points, its dimensions and the reasons behind establishing it. Analysing the Turkish 

domestic variables on the same line as its foreign policy is essential since the Turkish elites’ 

decisions are very much dependent on domestic structures. Additionally, this study gives a clear 

view of the actors on the political map of Turkey in order to draw out a degree of nuance or 

variation affecting Turkish foreign policy. This research has used methodologies based on richness, 

depth, nuance and multidimensionality to provide a unique analysis of the compound of the 

Turkish-Palestinian-Israeli triangle under the rule of the AKP. It also provides a deep historical 

analysis in order to understand the details of the occurrence of the political processes. Such a 

history overview provides a clear picture of the roots of the Turkish-Palestinian-Israeli triangle to 

answer the essential research question of this dissertation.  

What is more, unlike the previous analyses in this area which focused only either on the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict, or the Turkish-Israeli relations, or the Turkish-Palestinian relations or on the 

Turkish foreign policy as a whole, this research makes an effort to combine these relationships 
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together in a triangle. The focal part of this triangle is the Turkish foreign policy. This means that 

this research has the capacity to build a detailed analysis of the limits, dilemmas, and paradoxes of 

Turkish foreign policy. Of course, it can be argued that combining these relationships in a triangle 

would make the research more difficult in the area of analysis and data, but on the other hand, 

this also distinguishes this effort, especially because studying the Turkish foreign policy towards 

Israel without having a focus on the Palestinians cause is likely to be a less productive analysis. It 

also would create a substantial gap in understanding how the Turkish foreign policy towards Israel 

has functioned. This caused, undoubtedly, various previous studies to carry a misunderstanding at 

some point of the core of the Turkish foreign policy as a coherent whole. A gap that the present 

study attempts to overcome. Additionally, the same goes to study the Turkish policy towards 

Palestine without the role of Israel. 

Furthermore, unlike earlier works of different scholars, this research has systematically 

investigated the triangle on a multi-level and multi-dimensional analysis. This also was done by 

giving attention to global, regional, and internal dynamics influencing the Turkish Turkey’s foreign 

policy decisions. In other words, the research examines two interrelated priorities that shape the 

AKP’s foreign policies which can be categorised as external and internal factors. Firstly, external 

factors concentrate on aspects of the international system that encourage the AKP government 

towards specific foreign policy options. According to Juliet Kaarbo, Jeffrey S. Lantis and Ryan K. 

Beasley, the main driver behind foreign policies of the states is to obtain security and power. 

Secondly, internal factors which focused on the aspects of the domestic political system including 

citizens and their public opinion, national institutions, elites, social structure, power struggle and 

political parties. These internal factors are used as a tool to form the foreign policy of the states 

(Kaarbo, Lantis & Beasley, 2012). Besides, the interaction of both factors in constituting each other 

will be discussed in this research. This makes the research qualitative in essence, and very different 

from quantitative writing. The research makes sense, not only of the data and the elements 

provided, but also of the deep analysis, which started with the Ottoman Empire until the end of 

2016. 

This research is helpful on a number of levels. Firstly, there has been much popular and political 

anxiety in the world regarding the expansion of the Turkish foreign policy and its orientation under 
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the AKP government. This research sets out to answer those big arguments, especially those 

related to the Turkish policy towards Israel and Palestine which occupied a huge space in the 

Turkish agenda. Academically, this research links several related areas that have been treated 

separately in the earlier works of other scholars and offers a preliminary conceptual framework to 

explore the impact of AKP’s ascent to power on Turkish foreign policy. A further academic 

contribution comes in clarifying that there is a causal connection between the AKP’s foreign policy 

behaviour towards Palestine and Israel, and the developments in the domestic and geopolitical 

situation. Finally, this project has the potential to add to our understanding of how the Turkish 

policy has been functioning during the period of the AKP from 2002 until 2016. This triangle is 

exceptionally in-depth in its own right and an important contribution to political science, 

particularly in the areas of Turkish foreign policy, Middle Eastern studies and comparative politics. 

 

1.6 Research structure 

The structure of the research is divided into eight chapters: 

In this first chapter, I focus on the introduction of the whole idea of the research, expand on 

research problems and questions, literature review, theoretical framework, the importance of the 

study, the research structure and methodologies.  

The second chapter provides a context for a historical background of the policy of the Ottoman 

Empire towards the Jewish people and Palestine. The examination of this policy includes three 

critical periods, pre-1923, between 1923 and 1948, and between 1948 and 2002. During the pre-

1923 period, the chapter discusses the roots of this triangle since the Jewish immigration to the 

Ottoman Empire, the establishment of the Zionist movement, the Jewish immigration to Palestine 

(secretly and publicly), the fall of the Ottoman Empire, the role of the Committee of Union and 

Progress (Turkish: İttihat ve Terakki Cemiyeti, CUP) and the Turkish independence. During the 

period 1923-1948, the chapter focuses on the role of the British mandate in dealing with the 

Palestinian and Jewish question. During the period 1948-2002, the Turkish-Israeli-Palestinian 

triangle, and the Turkish recognition of Israel will be analysed from three angles including the Arab 
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conservatives, the Turkish and Israeli perspective. Indeed, this chapter helps the reader to 

historically understand how the Turkish foreign policy towards Israel and Palestine has functioned 

as well as the characteristics of this policy. It also brings together multiple perspectives from 

various sources to examine this historical background of the triangle which started with the 

Ottoman Empire until 2002. 

The third chapter addresses and highlights five important centres of power which have an 

influence on the Turkish system: Firstly, political Islam represented by the Justice and Development 

Party (Turkish: Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, AKP), and the Gülen movement. Secondly, the Kemalism 

represented by the Republican People’s Party, (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, CHP). Thirdly, the Kurdish 

movement represented by the Peoples’ Democratic Party, (Halkların Demokratik Partisi, HDP), and 

the Kurdistan Workers’ Party, (Partiya Karkerên Kurdistanê, PKK). Fourthly, the Turkish army, and 

lastly, the Nationalist Movement Party, (Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi, MHP). In these sections, I focus 

on their political evolutions, ideological orientations, the media which they operate, its role in 

policy-making, as well as their attitudes towards the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. As the Turkish 

foreign policy is the core of my research, studying the impact of these important centres of power 

as well as their internal and external role is an essential element in order to get a thorough 

understanding of the triangle.  

After the AKP obtained the majority in the 2002 elections and formed the Turkish government, the 

fourth chapter delves into the developments  -in various fields- that AKP brought to the Turkish 

domestic and foreign policy. The primary focus of this analysis will be on the Turkish-Palestinian 

relations, the Turkish-Israeli relations and Turkey’s mediating role in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict 

from 2002 until 2007. This chapter explains further the impact of Hamas’ victory in the 

parliamentary elections on the Turkish-Palestinian-Israeli triangle and the reasons behind the 

unexpected triumph of Hamas. Lastly, the position of Turkey, Israel and the international 

community on/after Hamas’s victory will be discussed. 

Chapter five focuses on the AKP policy in the period 2007-2011. I will expand on the impact of 

varying factors on the Turkish-Palestinian-Israeli triangle. The following issues will be discussed in-

depth: The Gaza war in 2008, Davos incident, Low Chair incident and the Mavi Marmara incident. 



   37 
 

An analysis of these factors and their impact on the triangle is important in order to understand 

what kind of change has taken place during this period, and the reason behind this change. 

The sixth chapter highlights the AKP policy during the period 2011-2015. This chapter analyses the 

main attitudes of Israel and Turkey concerning the Arab Spring, as well as how the Palestinian cause 

was politically cornered and less prioritised regionally and internationally. We also look at the 

catalysts of the Turkish intervention in the Arab Spring which stem from three factors: and the 

international, regional and domestic political environment will be discussed. Additionally, I 

highlight how Turkey gradually changed its position on the Arab Spring. This change was 

characterised in three stages: 1) cautious move phase, 2) dynamic and active involvement phase 

and 3) step back phase. Furthermore, I explain the impacts of the AKP-government intervention in 

the Arab Spring and how it left its zero problems policy on both the domestic and the foreign 

policies. As a result of Turkey’s excessive interference in the Arab Spring, a chaos occurred in both 

Turkey’s domestic and foreign policies from 2011 until the middle of 2016. This chaos became clear 

in many internal and external situations. Taken as an example of this chaos, the June and November 

2015 elections will be discussed.   

The seventh chapter highlights the repositioning of the Turkish foreign policy’s interests within the 

triangle in 2016 by focusing mainly on the normalisation of Turkish-Israeli relations. Several other 

domestic and external factors that affected the normalisation will further be discussed. In this 

context, the chapter aims at exploring to what extent this normalisation could contribute to both 

Israel and Turkey in terms of the energy, economy, security and ambitions of becoming an energy 

hub. The chapter provides a deep analysis of who won and who lost in the Turkish-Israeli 

normalisation from the Turkish, Israeli and Palestinian perspectives. Additionally, this chapter 

explains which exact drivers encouraged the normalisation between the two countries. 

In a concluding chapter, I will draw upon the results of previous chapters, interpret these and draw 

the lines for future research. 
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1.7 Research methodology 

The methodology used in this research is aimed at offering a deep analysis of my subject, based 

on a wide contextualization, focusing on the interaction between various components including 

political parties, social demands and media discourse as well as the real political behaviour of the 

AKP. This research, thus, attempts to offer a well detailed and empirical political-economic, socio-

cultural, institutional, sequential and extensive examination of the AKP domestic, regional and 

foreign policy, in order to understand the complex triangle I am studying and to answer as fully as 

possible all the research question and sub-questions. 

Taking into consideration the methodological strengths of the qualitative research in answering my 

main question and sub-questions, and based on the core theoretical and philosophical framework 

of my research, this study uses the analytical methods (qualitative research methodology). The 

qualitative approach in my research is providing a powerful tool for a deep analysis of all the 

elements involved in order to set a light on the Turkish foreign policy towards Israel and Palestine 

under the AKP rule, as well as to fully cover the complexity of contemporary sensitive issues, which 

a mere quantitative approach could not provide. 

Indeed, if the purpose of the research is to get a thorough understanding of the dynamics of 

Turkish foreign policy towards Israel and Palestine, then a mere quantitative approach would not 

suffice. For example, in order to grasp complex decision-making interplays, large n-scale surveys 

are not a sufficient instrument. Only in-depth (semi-structured) interviews with key stakeholders 

can maximise my research output. For instance, it is simply not logical to simplify such a deep 

triangle as researched in this dissertation, to simple survey and yes-or-no questions. One must get 

acquainted with the stakeholders, build-up a relationship in order to obtain the right information. 

Given the great difficulty to get the ‘truth’ or ‘truthful’ information in the matters that I am 

investigating in my dissertation, I had to conduct in-depth interviews with selected respondents.  

The use of the data collection, the analysis methods and the selection of all appropriate data are 

important to my research. Despite the fact that this PhD project has emerged without the benefit 

of external funding (and depends on my own limited funding), this data has been extracted from 
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a highly selected but very wide range of reliable sources (documentary analysis, research stays, 

interviews and focus groups). 

1. Documentary Analysis 

To this purpose, I used an extensive review of all the available literature (Turkish, Arab, some 

Palestinian, Israeli and foreign literature) including primary and secondary resources.  

1.1 Primary resources including official reports, agreements, minutes of meetings and archival 

records.  

1.2 Secondary resources including books, academic articles, documentaries, newspaper 

articles and other media reports.  

One may wonder why the distinction must be made between the two above categories. I note 

that this research topic is highly controversial and politicised, that is why primary sources must be 

approached with the utmost caution. They provide a snapshot of a complex decision-making 

process of Turkish foreign policy, but do not necessarily reflect the whole story in their outcome. 

Therefore, these sources can, of course, be used, in order to determine and understand the 

tangible policy outcomes, but they certainly do not suffice to understand the ‘bigger picture’. This 

is where secondary sources come in. Media reports, politically coloured as they may be, help us 

shed a light on interpretations of decision-making processes and outcomes. Yet, a political scientist 

cannot rely solely on media reports. The existing academic literature frames the politics of 

decision-making within existing theoretical and analytical work. Again, even if there are certain 

shortcomings in the existing academic work, yet it certainly provided a strong interpretative base 

to answer this dissertation’s central questions. These combined resources provided a deep 

analysis and data concerning the Turkish-Israeli-Palestinian triangle since the Ottoman Empire and 

the Zionist Movement up to 2016.  

I must add that my dissertation cites a large number of Turkish, foreign, and Israeli sources, but 

relatively few Palestinian scholars. There are two major explanations for quoting less Palestinian 

voices. First, I must admit that the Palestinian researchers and academics have not yet produced 

much scientific research, in comparison with Israeli and Turkish scholars, especially in the field of 
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political science and international relations. When they do exist, as is sometimes the case, this 

would be published mostly in Arabic. This is because the Palestinian education system puts more 

weight on academics to deal with administrative matters and pedagogy rather than give them 

space for writing academic research, or motivate them to explore new areas of research. There is 

no real government policy to support academic and scientific publications. 

Secondly, until the beginning of the second Intifada, in 2000, Turkish foreign policy did not occupy 

much space within Palestinian circles, including the media, public opinion or even in the academic 

circles. Most of the Palestinian research production, which is already in short supply, was attracted 

by the US, the western powers, and Egyptian support of the Palestinian cause. However, when the 

AKP came to power, it dedicated much more efforts and initiatives to the Palestinian cause, 

especially after Hamas won the parliamentary election in 2006. This was for instance very obvious 

in the population, and it generated much heated discussions, mostly on the political front, about 

the AKP’s role towards the Palestinian cause and the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. This discussion 

extended gradually from the media to the academic circles. After a couple of events including the 

200 Gaza war, the 2009 Davos incident, the 2010 Low Chair incident and the 2010 Mavi Marmara 

attack, both the foreign and domestic policy of the AKP government came gradually to the fore. A 

few Masters theses on the subject were published in Palestinian universities, and a few academic 

papers were published on the subject. In other words, there is not much expertise today from 

Palestinian scholars regarding Turkish foreign policy. 

2. Research stays 

I would argue that research stays are a highly rewarding technique in terms of academic gain, 

personal knowledge and for general networking. They engage one in making the unobservable 

observable, as we find ourselves much more close to the reality of our subject rather than being 

stuck between various books and articles. Additionally, they help us to understand the patterns of 

the Turkish foreign policy as well as explore a wide array of its dimensions from various point of 

views. What is more, they give us the chance to follow the real events and not just their 

interpretation given by the media, where we can record systematically people’s behaviour, 

thoughts, analyses and explanations. 
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During my doctoral research stays, although Israel refused to give me permission to do further 

research stays in the West Bank and Tel Aviv, this did not prevent me from continuing the work on 

my PhD. After different struggles and obstacles, I managed to obtain two research stays. First, 

from August to December 2015, I was a visiting scholar in Gaza to many universities, Think tank 

and NGOs including Al-Azhar University, Palestine University and House of Wisdom for 

International Studies. During this stay, I was lucky enough to observe closely, for instance, the 

Turkish parliamentary elections in 2015 and its impact from various point of views including the 

Palestinian people, the Palestinian academic circles, the Palestinian Authority, and Hamas. I also 

got the chance to follow Turkey’s relationship with Hamas, Turkey’s relationship with the 

Palestinian Authority, Turkey’s role in the humanitarian aid and the reconstruction process after 

the 2014 Gaza war.  

Secondly, from April to November 2016, I was a visiting scholar in Turkey and North Cyprus to the 

Middle East Technical University, where I had the chance to attend various conferences, conducting 

interviews, and participating in joint lectures related to my research with other various universities 

and Think Tanks including the Foundation for Political, Economic and Social Research and the 

Center for Middle Eastern Strategic Studies. In fact, this research visit was particularly remarkable 

because at the time the Turkish foreign policy began to follow a new direction after a series of 

important events occurred, including the departure from power of Ahmet Davutoğlu, the armed 

conflict between the PKK and the Turkish army, the power struggle between the AKP and the Gülen 

movement, Turkish-Israeli normalisation and Turkish-Russian normalisation. These events brought 

hundreds of questions daily to my mind and mainly “how the AKP foreign policy functioned”. These 

questions encouraged me to try and find at least some answers. As a matter of fact, I would argue 

that the most straightforward way to get the information one needs is sometimes simply to be in 

the middle of the event, watching it carefully, analysing the circumstances, entering the circle of 

decision makers, and asking people for their opinion. 

3. Interviews   

During my research stays, I conducted 36 interviews. In Gaza, I conducted 15 interviews as follows: 

4 Palestinian academics, 3 Palestinian think tank researchers, 1 official from Gaza’s Foreign 
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Ministry, 1 official from the West Bank’s Foreign Ministry, 1 official from Hamas’ Political Bureau, 

1 official from the Fatah’ Revolutionary Council, 1 official from the  Islamic Jihad Party, 1 minister 

of the Palestinian Authority’s government, 1 European think tank researcher and 1 official of a 

Turkish NGO in Gaza). In Turkey and North Cyprus I conducted 21 interviews as follows: 6 Turkish 

academics, 1 official from NATO, 1 official of the Turkish Army, 2 Turkish think tank researcher, 1 

European think tank researcher, 1 Kurdish think tank researcher, 1 official at the Israeli Embassy 

in Ankara, 1 official at the Palestinian Embassy in Ankara, 1 official from a Palestinian NGO in 

Istanbul, 1 official from the AKP government and 1 Turkish academic and former Turkish 

Ambassador, on 5 occasions. 

Two main reasons have encouraged me to conduct these interviews. First, the real challenge that 

I faced in this research was not based on any lack of motivation or issues of time management; it 

was rather about getting the real story behind what the media would – or would not - report. 

Apparently, one might think that there was a great variety of sources on the subject to help me 

get the information I needed. These sources began to feel gradually very light when I started asking 

further questions, which could be categorised as outside the permitted frame. The broader my 

questions were, the more difficulties and challenges I faced. In fact, every story had a thousand 

interpretations, and through these multiple interpretations, the true story seemed to disappear. 

This shows the importance of the Turkish-Palestinian-Israeli triangle in contemporary international 

relations. These challenges encouraged me to travel and to build an extensive network of decision 

makers, academics and think tank researchers from Turkey, Palestine and Israel. This network 

helped me gradually to gain a better understanding of the Turkish-Palestinian-Israeli triangle, as 

little by little I had access to much more material and a much greater variety of opinions. 

Additionally, these untold and hidden data became even more meaningful if one looks at various 

dynamics and after different aggregation trials. 

Secondly, to avoid the worst pitfalls and the unreservedly elogious literature, I triangulated the 

data that I brought from the documentary analysis with other methods including the interviews I 

conducted. Additionally, due to the complexity of the triangle, in order to gain qualitative 

information about some subjects necessary to answer the research question, and to explore the 

Turkish-Palestinian-Israeli triangle in much greater depth with some real experts in this field, 



   43 
 

multiple academic semi-structured interviews were done with various people in Turkey, Palestine 

and Israel, including agreements’ decision makers (Israeli, Palestinian and Turkish officials) who 

contributed in establishing the Turkish-Palestinian-Israeli relations. I also interviewed some 

officials of various Palestinian and Turkish parties, as well as Palestinian and Turkish academics and 

think tanks’ researchers. Most questions of the interviews were highly structured and prepared in 

a systematic and consistent order. Part of these interviews were based on laddering1. Indeed, 

these interviews were useful to my research in two ways: in the depth of the exploration and the 

breadth of the views expressed by the interviewees. 

A note on the use and relevance of interviews in this dissertation and for the overall development 

of our argument. First, let me state that the interviews that I conducted in the course of the 

research were highly valuable and this work would certainly not have come to a high degree of 

empirical wealth and analytical strength without them. Secondly, many interviews were 

conducted with officials, researchers, academics and other stakeholders on highly sensitive and 

on-going political and diplomatic topics. Needless to say that much of the information obtained, 

was actually given off the record. Meaning that explicit citations could not always be done. Yet, 

the information was most useful for finding the material for selecting the research topics and 

determining the relevance and strength of my documentary sources (both primary and 

secondary). Again, primary sources are only a snapshot of on-going processes. Stakeholders can, 

when being interviewed, better explain their motivations and personal interpretations of certain 

actions, decisions and agreements. Political language is thus translated in comprehensive 

analytical and critical discussion. 

The overall aim of this dissertation was to open the ‘black box’ of Turkish foreign policy decision 

making through bringing together multiple perspectives on the topic. This can only happen if we 

combine all the relevant information and perspectives that we can find, whether media, political 

or academic interpretations. For this, I consistently collected and stored my data, while always 

weighing one piece of information against others. The Davos incident is a case-in-point. As will 

                                                           
1 A very specific interviewing technique which asks ‘Why?’-type questions repeatedly to explore 
the interviewee’s values and motivations. 
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become clear in the next pages, there were several ‘realities’ perceived. There are media reports 

in each of the concerned countries, instances of political recuperation by politicians, multiple 

scientific analyses and much more. My aim was to combine the existing commentaries and 

analyses, further strengthen them with in-depth interviews with key stakeholders and 

subsequently analyse critically all of these. Hence my job was not purely descriptive. My analysis 

is done to give a final and conclusive interpretation to the Turkish foreign policy towards Israel and 

Palestine from a critical and holistic political, scientific perspective.   

4. Focus groups 

These focus groups were organised for the same reasons as my interviews. They also expanded the 

existing knowledge and provided especially a base to further understand the perceptions and ideas 

of students, intellectuals and other people who were not directly implicated in the decision-making 

process. In other words, they were people outside of the political and policy ‘inner circle’. 

Moreover, focus groups can be helpful for researchers to develop their argument since one-to-one 

interviews can sometimes be perceived as ‘intimidating’ by the respondents. The group members 

could rely on their peers and other people they could relate to in the discussions. Moreover, the 

interactions in these groups opened new doors since the discussions often led to relevant, new 

insights on my research topic. By the end of my dissertation, without the help of all these 

interviews, academic papers, media reports, and focus groups discussions, I realised that such an 

empirically rich work could never have been achieved. 

With the help of many Palestinian and Turkish researchers and academics, I succeeded in 

organising two focus groups in Gaza and two in Turkey, which involved multiple participants 

including first participants from the University. This target group was made of Bachelor and Master 

students in international relations. This allowed me to gain a much greater understanding of how 

the triangle relationship is perceived by students, citizens and academics in training, or in Think 

tanks. Secondly, there were participants from outside the University. This target group was made 

of Palestinian intellectuals, politicians and journalists who discussed Turkish foreign policy towards 

Palestine and Israel. 
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2.1 Introduction  

One of the most important step in the study of international relations in political science is to 

analyse the historical background of any of the relationships we are looking at. A historical review 

provides a better understanding of the evolution, intensity and characteristics of that relationship. 

It will also help to look at the factors which led to its increase and/or decline. In addition to the 

primary role of historical explanations, it also contributes to help predict the future. Events can be 

explained through the identification of which factors are important at the time and which are less 

so. History has predictive strength by offering a sense of how the world works, and how a change 

in a single factor can lead to a change in behaviours and outcomes. Additionally, history may help 

in describing policy responses by identifying what has to be modified in order to elicit the best 

outcomes. Therefore, this chapter is an example of how we could think of the complex historical 

mosaic of international politics.  

Traditional Ottoman society consisted of a wide variety of ethnic groups, such as Jews, Armenians 

and Greek Orthodox, etc, each of which had its distinctive rights and obligations. Within this 

context, this chapter offers a historical background to the development of the relations between 

the Ottoman Empire and the Jews throughout time, as well as the importance of Palestine in these 

relations. Only by going back and forth through history can we offer an answer to an important 

question in this triangle: what were the policies of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic 

towards Palestine and Israel from the beginning of the Jewish immigration to the Ottoman Empire 

until 2002? The answer to this question will help understand the roots of the Turkish-Palestinian-

Israeli triangle from a historical perspective and will undoubtedly form the basic analytical frame 

to answer the essential research question of this dissertation. 

This chapter contains four sections and focuses on three critical periods: Pre-1923, 1923-1948 and 

1948-2002. The first section gives an introduction to the chapter and indicates the major themes 

which will be discussed next. The second section, the Ottoman-Jewish relations before 1923, 

provides an overview of the historical ties between the Ottoman Empire and the Jews. This section 

explains how the Ottoman Empire gave shelter to the Jewish refugees who were being expelled 

from all over the Western world (Christian kingdoms) and how the relationship between Jews and 
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the Ottoman Empire developed. This section also highlights the emergence of the Zionist 

movement and its role in the Jewish migrations, either secretly or publicly organised. Additionally, 

it explains the difference between the Turkish popular belief and the reality concerning Sultan 

Abdülhamid II’s position on Jewish migration to Palestine. Moreover, it includes Herzl’s attempts 

to establish a Jewish national or religious community in Palestine - related to his book Diaries of 

Theodor Herzl. Furthermore, this chapter contains a discussion about the relationship between 

the social group of the Dönmeh and the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) as well as about 

the role of the CUP in the Jewish immigration to Palestine.  

Taking into consideration that the main research topic of this dissertation is contemporary Turkish 

foreign policy towards Palestine and Israel, one might wonder what the exact relevance is of a 

thorough discussion of Ottoman policies, under Sultan Abdülhamid II, towards the Jewish people 

and Palestine.  I would argue first that such a period (pre-1923 and between 1923-1948) could be 

seen as a very useful background to providing building blocks to answer the question “Why did 

Turkey recognise Israel in 1949 ?” This is a simple question which could be asked by any reader, 

and the answer is one of the conclusions at the end of my PhD: the roots of the Turkish-Israeli 

relations go much deeper than Turkish recognition in 1949. This recognition did not come out of 

the blue. It is due to a build-up of many factors which started at the time of the Ottoman Empire, 

especially during the period of Sultan Abdülhamid II and later on.  Being aware of these factors, I 

think, is an important element in advancing my analysis.  

A second reason is that in 2002, when the AKP came to power in Turkey, heated discussions within 

the academic circles emerged in describing the AKP’s policy of so-called ‘neo-Ottomanism’, as 

mentioned in the literature review. This meant that a certain position towards Israel and Palestine 

would also reflect this national strategy/behaviour under AKP rule. Now, before we can analyse 

contemporary attitudes, and thus ‘neo-Ottomanism’ itself, we must understand what classic 

theories or relations meant and covered. In other words, how can we understand the Neo-

Ottomanist behaviour of the AKP without being aware of what the classic, ‘Ottoman’ behaviour 

entailed? Allow me to use an analogy: before asking economists what they think the term  

‘neoliberalism’ means, we have to know first what the classic liberal theories such as David 

Ricardo’s and Adam Smith’s are. Just as before engaging with political theorists on the specifics of 
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‘neo-Marxism’, we must understand the essence of classic Marxist theory and how the ‘neos’ 

criticised, commented and adapted it. 

After this explanation, the next question could be: How long do we have to go back in the past in 

order to understand the present? My answer would be “as much as history provides scientific 

justification for my investigation” (with regard to the main question and sub-questions). It must 

be stressed that I am not a specialist in history but rather in international relations. Consequently, 

I consider myself as the chef cook and my research is the main meal which I am attempting to 

produce. The historical perspective is one of the ingredients. 

The third section, the role of the British Mandate in the Jewish immigration to Palestine during the 

period (1923-1948), focuses on the British Mandate’s policy towards the Jewish immigration as 

well as the attempts of the Palestinian resistance to stop the Jewish immigration. 

The fourth section, the Turkish-Israeli relations during the period (1948-2002), analyses the 

Turkish recognition of Israel from three angles. This analysis will include the Arab conservatives’ 

and the Turkish and Israeli perspectives. It also explains the various stages that the Turkish-Israeli 

relations went through, notably 1948-1963, 1964-1989, and 1990-2002.  

 

2.2 The Ottoman-Jewish relations before 1923 

The Ottoman Empire was founded by Osman I, the son of Ertuğrul who belonged to the Kayı tribe 

in western Anatolia in 1299. The Ottoman Empire, which was an imperial power, spanned more 

than six centuries and collapsed in 1923. At its height, the Ottoman Empire included Anatolia, the 

Middle East, parts of North Africa, and most of South-Eastern Europe (Yapp & Shaw, 2016). 

2.2.1 How did the Ottoman Empire receive the Jewish refugees? 

As a result of the expansion of the Ottoman Empire’s regions, many ethnic and religious societies 

lived under the Ottoman rule. The Ottoman Empire provided various communities including 

Muslims and non-Muslims with an atmosphere of serene coexistence through establishing a millet 

system (Öztürk, 2014). The millet system is an Ottoman’s mechanism used to organise the multi-
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religious population in the Empire into communities, as well as to enhance the pluralism within 

the Empire. In other words, this system aimed to integrate the non-Muslim religious communities 

of the Ottoman Empire. Karen Barkey and George Gavrilis argued that such a system contributed 

efficiently “to devolve power to trusted intermediaries and community leaders” (Barkey & Gavrilis, 

2016, p. 24). Sara Barbieri suggested that: 

“The Millet was ultimately inclusive as it gathered all the people of the same faith 

independently of their place of living. Constituted as one of the basic administrative units of 

the state, the Millet provided the non-Muslim peoples with the possibility to cultivate a sense 

of identity and belonging to their communities, to protect their own culture, traditions, 

language and religion while acting within the framework of the Empire and in the respect of 

the authority of the Sultan” (Sara, 2013).  

The Ottoman Sultans had adopted this system in the occupied territories which allowed everyone 

to practise their religion. After the conquest of Constantinople in 1453, this system became more 

effective and organised due to the large number and diverse identities and religions included in 

the empire (Barkey, 2005, p. 16). The millet system was built on a harmonisation with the Quran 

rules. Following the principles of Quran, the minority communities including Armenian, Greek 

Orthodox, and Jewish, were called Ahl al-dhimmi. These minority communities (1) enjoyed a level 

of administrative independence under their own representatives. These representatives 

cooperated with the Ottoman rulers in governing the community. (2) Additionally, they were 

under the protection of the Ottoman Empire while in return, they were asked, following the 

Quran’s rules, to pay a special poll tax called a jizya. According to Kamel Abu Jaber: “The millet 

system of the Ottomans may be defined as a political organisation which granted the non-Muslims 

the right to organise into communities possessing certain delegated powers, under their own 

ecclesiastical heads” (Jaber, 1967, p. 214). Yevgeniya Baraz shared Abu Jaber’s view: “The millet 

leader may have held certain powers to enforce and legislate laws. He also served to plead the 

causes of his community to the Ottoman government” (Baraz, 2010). This system continued to run 

rather well both socially and economically with some few exceptions until the start of nationalism, 

which contributed to the ethnic classification of the population (Carey, 2008). 
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Within this context, the Jews enjoyed the privileges and immunities given by the legislation of the 

Empire, and they found peace, security and freedom. The Ottoman authorities did not put any 

conditions on the professional activities of people belonging to religious minorities (Friedman, 

1977, p.141). They were a valuable asset in facilitating trade from northern Italy through the 

Balkans. The business of textile, wool and precious stones were the most prominent activities for 

the Jews. According to Bernard Lewis: “The Jews were not just permitted to settle in the Ottoman 

lands, but were encouraged, assisted and sometimes even compelled” (Oller, 2009, p. 38). These 

Jews consisted of many groups who spoke different languages and had different ethnic and 

religious affiliations such as Ashkenazi, Sephardic, Arabized Jews, Kurdish Jews, and Samaritans 

Jews in Palestine. 

Furthermore, in 1453, Sultan Mehmet II started to actively encourage Jews to settle in Ottoman 

lands. Therefore, he sent a letter to the Jewish society in Anatolia inviting the Jews to live in 

Istanbul and to increase the number of Jews in the city. He delivered a proclamation to all Jews 

stating: 

“Who among you of all my people that are with me, may his God be with him, let him ascend 

to Istanbul, the site of my imperial throne. Let him dwell in the best of the land, each beneath 

his vine and beneath his fig tree, with silver, and with gold, with wealth and with cattle. Let 

him dwell in the land, trade in it, and take possession of it” (Shaw, 1991, p. 30). 

In 1492, Sultan Bayezid II followed Sultan Mehmet II’s policy. He demanded his provincial 

governors “not to refuse the Jews entry or cause them difficulties, but to receive them cordially” 

(Jewish Virtual Library, 2014). Consequently, in 1492, Sultan Bayezid II permitted the Jews to settle 

in the Ottoman Empire, sending even the Ottoman navy to Spain to save the Jews from religious 

persecution and the Spanish Inquisition (Norman, 2016). Furthermore, in March 1556, during the 

period of Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent, Pope Paul IV received a letter from Sultan Suleiman 

asking him to release the Ottoman Jewish Ancona Marranos. The Pope readily agreed to release 

him (Birnbaum, 2004). He also sent a special ambassador to Venice to release Donna Gracia. 

Indeed, the Jews did not only find shelter in the Ottoman Empire, but they also found prosperity 

as well as religious and political freedom. This religious freedom was not available in any European 
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country where they had lived. In contrast to Europe, the Jews were able to enter into the hierarchy 

of the Ottoman Empire, and some of them reached high positions in the empire, such as Don 

Joseph Nasi (Shaw, 1991, p. 87-88). Nissan Mindel pointed to the important role of Don Joseph 

Nasi in the Ottoman Empire:  

“Don Joseph Nasi developed a thriving importing and exporting trade between the countries 

of the old and new worlds. The Sultan soon realised the great genius of his new subject and 

favoured him with much attention. Don Joseph used his influence with the Sultan to help his 

brethren who were suffering terribly under the persecutions encouraged by Pope Paul IV in 

Rome. A devoted friendship developed between Don Joseph and Prince Selim, oldest son of 

the Sultan… The peak of Don Joseph’s diplomatic and commercial career came when his 

friend Selim II became the Sultan on the death of his father. One of the first official acts of 

the new Sultan was to repay his faithful Jewish friend for his services. He made Don Joseph 

the Duke of the isle of Naxos. Several other islands were granted to him as his own 

possessions” (Mindel, 2016). 

Besides, the Jews had a kind of independence. For instance, the rabbis were responsible for 

religious affairs and civil rights of their communities in the Empire. The Ottoman governments 

ratified the decisions of these rabbis, and these decisions became law for the Jews. At the 

beginning of the fifteenth century, a letter written by Rabbi Yitzhak Sarfati to Ashkenazi Jews in 

Europe stated that “Turkey is a land where nothing is lacking. Here, in Ottoman Land, everyone 

can live peacefully under their fig tree and grapevine” (Kohen, 2007, p. 155). With this letter, Sarfati 

was inviting the Ashkenazi population to the Ottoman Empire by talking about the peaceful 

conditions they would live under. Additionally, the Turkish Chief Rabbi, David Asseo pointed out 

with regard to the Turkish treatment of Jews: 

“The regime’s attitude is benign. There is no anti-Semitism. There is complete freedom, of 

course, within the boundaries of a law that is granted to all other citizens. There are no 

manifestations of discrimination against us. We enjoy both civil and religious rights. 

Throughout all these years there has been immigration to Israel from all Turkish cities, and 

we did not encounter any hindrance on the part of the authorities to do so. Every Jew, who is 
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a Turkish citizen and asks to immigrate to Israel, obtains permission to do so, and as you are 

well aware, many had arrived and settled in all parts of the country” (Abadi, 2004).  

It should also be noted in this regard that Âlî Pasha, Minister of Foreign Affairs, had given a chance 

to some Jews to participate in a diplomatic mission in 1865 that was sent to European countries. 

Furthermore, the law of the Ottoman Empire protected further the minority communities, 

including of course the Jews. The 1869 Law of Nationality allowed foreign residents who either 

lived or were born in the Empire to get Ottoman citizenship. A child whose Ottoman father 

adopted a foreign nationality remained an Ottoman citizen. An adult immigrant could be granted 

nationality only after five years’ residence. Those born in Ottoman lands also could become 

Ottoman citizens three years after entering adulthood (Kadirbeyoglu, 2012). Ottoman citizenship 

was available to all Jewish people. Furthermore, the Zionist leaders took this chance to urge the 

Jewish immigrants to adopt the nationality, which is considered a real start to the growing Zionist 

question in the Empire, since the Ottoman citizens were allowed to visit Palestine and purchase 

land.  

2.2.2 The emergence of the Zionist movement 

Zionism is a national Jewish movement aimed at creating a Jewish nation on the historical land of 

Israel as mentioned in the Torah (Yehoshua, 2013). The term Zionism was first coined in 1890 by 

Nathan Birnbaum. This movement was founded in 1897. The word Zionism is derived from Zion, 

one of the titles of Mount Zion, which is closest to the place of the Temple in Jerusalem, as 

mentioned in the Holy Scripts of Christianity and Judaism. Moreover, the word Zion expresses the 

return of the Jews to the Promised Land. 

Theodore Herzl founded the World Zionist Organization (WZO) at the first conference of the 

Zionist movement in Basel, Switzerland, on 29-31 August 1897 (Swirski, 1999). The aim of WZO 

was formulated as follows: “Zionism seeks to establish a home for the Jewish people in Palestine, 

secured under public law” (Jewish Virtual Library, 2015a). Zionists believed they had more in 

common with the European Culture than the Arab culture. Herzl pointed out that the Jewish 
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community could serve as: “Part of a wall of defence for Europe in Asia, an outpost of civilisation 

against barbarism” (Lesch, 2011).     

Leo Pinsker, a Jewish physician from Odessa, is one of the most important visionaries for the 

Zionist movement. In 1882, Pinsker considered that the “Jewish problem” could not be solved 

merely through absorption, integration, or emancipation but only by settling in their homeland 

(Raisin, 1913). Pinsker did not consider where this land could be. 

It must be noted that Pinsker did not insist on the re-establishment of Palestine. He said: “we must 

not attach ourselves to the place where our political life was once violently interrupted and 

destroyed. The goal of our present endeavours must be not the Holy Land, but a land of our own” 

(Pinsker, 2016). Within this context, it can be said that Pinsker was not Palestinophile. Pinker only 

stressed the importance of the role of powerful governments in supporting the establishment of 

a Jewish state. He said: “Of course, the establishment of a Jewish refuge cannot come about 

without the support of the governments” (Pinsker, 2016). Such suggestions led to the emergence 

of the Jewish question on the political scene in the Ottoman Empire.  

Zionism spread further within various Ottoman communities. The first official Zionist agency 

directed by Victor Jacobson was opened in Istanbul in 1908 (Benbassa, 1990). The opening of this 

agency was perceived as a way towards the institutionalisation of the Zionist movement within 

the Ottoman Empire as well as a rising political force in and outside of the Empire. 

2.2.3 The emergence of the Jewish immigration to Palestine  

The earlier Jewish immigrants, which went to Palestine before the start of the Zionist movement, 

were religious and later attempted to distance themselves from Zionism. They were attracted to 

the Holy places in Palestine. Therefore, they settled mostly in the holy cities including Jerusalem 

and Hebron. In contrast, the Zionists were not religious in terms of their goals. Leo Pinsker wrote: 

“The belief in the Messiah, in the intervention of a higher power to bring about our political 

resurrection, and the religious assumption that we must bear patiently divine punishment, caused 

us to abandon every thought of our national liberation, unity and independence” (Rabinovich & 

Reinharz, 2007). Kimberlin stated that Zionism was “an essentially secular revolution as it was a 
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kind of rebellion against the social structure of traditional religious Judaism” (Kimmerling, 1983). 

Therefore, since the beginning, Zionists were mostly concentrated in the cities of Jaffa, Haifa and 

Tiberias and not the holy city of Jerusalem. At the end of the 19th century, as a result of more 

organised migrations, the Jews became the dominant majority in Jerusalem (Brauman, 2016). 

Many discussions, including those mentioned above, proved that most of the early Jewish 

immigrants to Palestine (before 1882) did not have pro-Zionist tendencies. The majority of early 

Jews immigrants went to Palestine either for religious purposes or to escape from persecution in 

their original homelands. They found freedom and security under the benevolence of the Ottoman 

Empire, in Palestine (Barin, 2015). On the other hand, the Zionist settlers distanced themselves 

from those Jewish people who did not support their political agenda: 

“The Zionists who settled in Palestine during this period (1880-1948) rejected the type of 

Jewish philanthropic organizations originated earlier in the 19th century that did not espouse 

a national/political agenda but instead were established to help fellow Jews by developing 

educational projects that would disseminate modern Western culture and instill new social 

living patterns within the traditional Jewish community. Likewise, the Zionist settlers distance 

themselves from the system of donations from Jews in the Diaspora which they considered 

parasitic” (Gidron, Bar & Katz, 2004).  

The Jewish immigration to Palestine was not a spontaneous or individual decision, despite this 

misconception being well spread within the Turkish and Israeli popular belief. At the very 

beginning, before the emergence of the Zionist movement, several rabbis, politicians, and Jewish 

intellectuals had supported a large-scale migration of Jews to resettle in Israel (Sokolow, 1969). 

This goes back to at least the French Emperor Napoleon 1st, who invaded Egypt and Syria in 1799. 

He asked for the support of Jews in exchange for his support for a return to the Promised Land 

(Barin, 2015).  

In 1839, Sir Moses Montefiore, an English Jewish banker and philanthropist, started negotiations 

with Mohammad Âlî Pasha, the then governor of Egypt, Syria, the Levant, and Palestine in order 

to establish a Jewish autonomous region in Palestine (Hourani, 1946). However, he did not 

succeed in obtaining any agreements (Greilsammer, 2007). Later on, Montefiore and Churchill 



   55 
 

planned a strategy to get support from the British government for establishing a Jewish state, 

which would be a British protectorate. Churchill wrote to Montefiore:  

“I cannot conceal from you, my most anxious desire to see your countrymen endeavour once 

more to resume their existence as a people. I consider the object to be perfectly attainable. 

However, two things are indispensably necessary. Firstly, the Jews themselves will take up 

the matter universally and unanimously. Secondly, the European Powers will aid them in their 

views” (Cohen, 2003). 

Numerous Jewish business people and bankers from Europe were also standing behind the on-

going Jewish immigration idea. Starting in the 1880s, the purchases of rural land in Palestine had 

increased under the pretext of establishing modern Jewish agricultural settlements. These 

purchases had been funded by various bodies including the general committee of the Hovevei Zion 

(Lovers of Zion) movement which had emerged in Odessa, with many of its local affiliates living all 

over Europe. 

In a less organised manner, wealthy individuals who lived in Europe had financially supported the 

settlement efforts. For instance, Baron Edmund de Rothschild had a significant role in the land 

acquisition as well as assistance to agricultural settlement in Palestine. In 1853, he bought 27,500 

hectares of land in Palestine. He then established 19 colonial settlements and a Jewish agricultural 

school, in the period 1882-1899 (Kark, 1984, p. 357-384). As a result of this, thousands of Jews 

came to live in these schools and agricultural settlements, which later turned into various 

nucleuses of Jewish settlements. A company called Palestine Land Development Company (PLDC) 

was founded. This company aimed to create settlements in Palestine, through the purchase of 

land there (Lesch, 2011). As a result of these attempts, the Jewish question started gradually to 

emerge within the Ottoman Empire.  

2.2.4 The position of Sultan Abdülhamid II on the Jewish migration to Palestine  

Since the foundation of the Ottoman Empire, the Ottoman policy was to prevent any nationalist 

question. They did not want to import yet another nationalist problem into the Empire. The policy 

of Sultan Abdülhamid II was not different from Ottoman’s policy. From the beginning, the Jews 
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were free to travel wherever they wished in the Ottoman Empire and settled there, and many 

Sephardic Jews had been living in Palestine. Within this context, Sultan Abdülhamid II supported 

the immigration of Jewish foreign citizens to the Ottoman Empire, but without concentrating them 

in any particular area of the Empire. Sultan Abdülhamid II did not want a concentration of Jewish 

population. Of course, the Ottomans - despite their weakness in the last period of the Ottoman 

Empire- were well aware of what was going on in Europe and how various European countries 

were attempting to send the Jews away from their countries. Besides, they were aware of the 

onset of the nationalist movement among Jews, despite the fact that they were a minority group. 

Indeed, the Ottoman Empire was very alert about the Zionist’s aim to concentrate in Palestine 

with some sort of autonomy. This is why Sultan Abdülhamid II ordered an extra restriction on 

Jewish immigration to Palestine for foreign Jewish citizens, especially after their immigration to 

Palestine had significantly increased. The restrictive policies of Abdülhamid II with regard to 

Palestine had two primary purposes. Firstly, the restrictions provided a good chance to reduce the 

European powers’ meddling in the internal affairs of the Empire, as those European powers 

provided ample opportunities for foreign Jews to enter Palestine and settle there.  

Secondly, the Ottomans wanted to avoid the concentration of any group in Palestine, especially 

after the rise of Jewish nationalism in the Ottoman Empire, which could turn into a separatist 

movement. Thirdly, these additional measures aimed to reduce the ability of the foreign Jews from 

purchasing lands in Palestine. Fourthly, Palestine especially had a great value to the Sultan and 

Ottoman people due to historical, religious and cultural reasons. In 1882, Sultan Abdülhamid II 

announced that: “He was perfectly ready to permit the Jews to emigrate to his dominions, provided 

they become Ottoman subjects, but he would not allow them to settle in Palestine” (Micetrap, 

2012). Sultan Abdülhamid II was afraid of increasing the wider spread of the Jewish question within 

the Ottoman Empire. He said: “Jewish emigration may in the future result in the creation of a 

Jewish government” (Micetrap, 2012). 

As a result of Abdülhamid II’s new restrictions policy, in 1882, the Ottoman government had 

declared that only pilgrims were allowed to go to Palestine. Despite the fact that the pilgrimage 

had a significant economic impact on the Ottoman government, the Ottoman government 
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required the Jewish Pilgrims and visitors under Article 9 of the Ottoman Passport Law, to obtain 

an entry visa from Ottoman consulates abroad in order to reduce the flow of Jews (Qafisheh, 

2007). In 1884, the consular officials were also asked to confirm that the Jews were coming only 

for pilgrimage. The time for pilgrimage was limited to one month. However, after the Ottoman 

authorities were pressured by foreign powers, the period was extended to three months.   

To avoid Abdülhamid II’s restrictions, foreign Jews adopted different ways to enter and settle in 

Palestine. According to the 1867 Ottoman Land Code, the Jews, in general, were not prevented 

from buying land in Palestine. After the Jews had obviously exploited the privileges provided to 

them, Sultan Abdülhamid II announced a new code on 5th March 1883, which only allowed the 

Ottoman Jews to buy or to sell land in Palestine freely. However, the Ottoman Jews did not give 

up. They helped the foreign Jews through using different tricks to manipulate the land law 

including making the local Jews abandon their lands to the foreign Jews. This procedure was known 

as the vacuum treatment. The Ottoman government realised this trick and issued a new code 

announced on 03rd April 1893, which asserted that no Jews inside or outside Palestine would be 

able to buy or sell land (Arslan, 2016). The Sultan also ordered the Ottoman government 

institutions not to register any property on behalf of foreign Jews. 

After preventing foreign Jews from entering Palestine, these were able to enter Palestine as 

European citizens. The foreign Jews took advantage of this gap, and with the help of the foreign 

consulates, the foreign Jews were able to travel to Palestine as European citizens. Despite this 

tightening on the entry of the foreign Jews into Palestine, the Jewish immigration to Palestine 

continued in different ways. In September 1892, the governor of Jerusalem sent a report to 

Istanbul containing valuable details about the Jewish immigration to Palestine. The report 

explained the illegal ways used by foreign Jews to enter Palestine through the ports of Beirut, Haifa 

and Jaffa. Hundreds of Jewish brokers with the support of the European and Russian consulates 

had a big hand in delivering new passports to the Jewish families who entered Palestine as 

European citizens. According to the report:  

“Handing over their passports to the wharf officials in the Ottoman lands, the Jews, who leave 

the wharf for a three-month visit, do not return again and do not take their passports at the 
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end of the time for a visit. What legal action would be taken for these Jews was not told to 

the officials in charge. Later, due to the brokers, giving a bribe, the Jews get their passports 

from the officials to whom they handed over their passports. If they encounter a patriotic 

official, telling him that they are returning to their countries, and getting visas on their 

passports, they go to Haifa and Beirut, and thence they return to Palestine again by the 

overland journey. Some Jews passed themselves off as someone residing in Yafa for a long 

time to settle and purchase land” (Batmaz, 2008, p. 219).  

It can be said that these Jewish people, who succeeded in their immigration to Palestine had no 

weapons or millions of dollar. However, they used the skills of lobbying and advocacy. These skills 

were also coupled with the support of the foreign powers which played a major role in increasing 

the Jewish immigration to Palestine. Furthermore, when the foreign Jews complained of 

successive restrictions to their consulates, Nelidow, the Russian ambassador in Istanbul, was the 

first to protest against the prohibition of Jewish immigration to Palestine (Qûšnêr, 1986). The 

Russian protest towards the Ottoman policy was not only aimed at facilitating the Jewish 

immigration to Palestine, but it was also aimed at gaining much more ground in the struggle with 

Britain. This would enhance the power of Russia to have more control over the Holy Land. 

Additionally, other European powers pressured the Ottoman government by claiming that the 

Ottoman restrictions were a violation of the minorities rights which were granted by the 

Capitulations. After this sort of pressure, the Ottoman government permitted the sale of land to 

foreign Jews on the condition that they would not establish Zionists colonies (Barin, 2015). 

By this time, the Ottomans then realised that the existing laws were not enough to prevent the 

Jewish immigration and settlement in Palestine. The limitations of the Ottoman governments were 

theoretical, but in reality and practise, in the end, the further away from the centre, the weaker 

the administration of the Ottoman Empire became. It was very easy to smuggle people into 

Palestine at that time either secretly or by private Ottoman agreements. The Ottomans were also 

unable to control the implementation of the restrictions that had been mandated concerning 

Jewish immigration and settlement in Palestine because of several factors. Firstly, there was 

widespread corruption within most administration levels. This contributed strongly to the 

weakness of the Empire’s institutions. For instance, there was increased use of Bakshish -a tip or 
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gratuity to the officials who can help or do a favour- which became an integral part of public life 

under the Ottomans, and perquisites at different levels. Friedman pointed out in his book Germany, 

Turkey, and Zionism (1897-1918) that the corruption in the last period of Ottoman Empire 

facilitated the colonisation of Palestine. He said: “The gap between principle and practice was 

always wide. Jews, like many other minorities, learned to live with the Bakshish and used it for their 

needs” (Mahler, 1990). 

Secondly, the Ottoman Empire suffered from economic difficulties such as a severe inflation (Shaw, 

2016). These difficulties led the Ottoman government to declare its bankruptcy. This resulted in 

the weakening of the Ottoman control over its territories. These territories, one after another, 

started to fall under the influence of European capitalism. Thirdly, the Jews used various smart and 

original ways to emigrate to Palestine (Benbassa, 1994). Fourthly, the increase of Jewish 

immigration waves during the last decades of the 19th century helped reinforce the opposition to 

Ottoman’s restrictions policy in Palestine, which later expanded into a movement of objection 

spreading within various communities in the major urban centres (Friedman, 1997). Lastly, the 

continued intervention of the foreign Consuls in favour of the Jews had a significant role in creating 

enormous pressure on the Ottoman government and explain the success of Jewish immigration 

and settlement in Palestine. 

All of these variables can help us argue that the Ottoman government was not really able to stop 

or slow down Jewish immigration and settlement in Palestine. This, undoubtedly, contributed to 

the Zionist idea progressing in the region. 

2.2.5 Herzl’s attempts 

During the period 1897-1902, taking advantage of the Ottoman Empire’s weakness, Theodor Herzl 

convened six Zionist Congresses and made five trips to Istanbul to obtain the support either from 

the Ottomans officials or the foreign powers in favour of the Zionist movement. The Zionist 

movement created different tools to protect and enhance its existence including the Jewish 

National Fund and its own newspaper Die Welt (Herzl, 1917). 
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Furthermore, in the last five years of his life, Herzl made numerous visits to powerful men all over 

Europe, including, on 19th May 1896, to Papal Nuncio Antonio Agliardi, an Italian Roman Catholic 

Cardinal, Archbishop, and papal diplomat, and on 7th October 1898 to Count Philipp Eilenberg, the 

German ambassador in Vienna. Additionally, on 11th August 1903, Herzl met Count Witte, the 

Czar’s minister of finance, on 23rd January 1904 Cardinal Merry del Val, the Pope’s secretary of 

state, and on 26th January 1904, Pope Pius X (Weiss, 2011). All of Herzl’s visits aimed at convincing 

almost the entire world - especially the foreign powers- to establish a Jewish state in Palestine. 

Herzl’s attempts did not stop there. He sent an official letter to Sultan Abdülhamid II on 25th August 

1896 in order to obtain the support of the Sultan. Herzl wrote: 

“Our community would like to view graded loan of twenty million pounds based on the tax 

paid by the Jewish colonists in Palestine to His Majesty, of this tax contained in our 

community one hundred thousand pounds in the first year and increase to one million pounds 

every year. This gradual growth is in respect of the tax on the progressive migration of Jews 

to Palestine. The progress of work with details will be put in during personal meetings held in 

Constantinople. In reciprocation, his Majesty will grant the following privileges: Jewish 

immigration to Palestine, which not only is unlimited but also the government will encourage 

this in every way possible. Jewish immigrants want to be given autonomy. The Abstract of 

international law: In the Constitution, the government and the administration of justice in 

the land that will be decided for them. Palestine as a semi-independent entity must determine 

during negotiations in Constantinople the details of how the Sultan will protect Jewish 

Palestine and how the Jews themselves will preserve law and order, mediated by their 

security forces. The agreement might take the following form: His Majesty will issue a kind 

invitation to the Jews to return to the land of their fathers, and this will have the force of law 

and be notified in advance to the states” (Howeidi, 1974). 

The Sultan sent the answer to Herzl’s message through his Head of Ministers Council: 

“Advise Dr Herzl not to take any further steps in his project. I cannot give away a handful of 

the soil of this land for it is not my own, it is for all the Islamic Nation that fought for the sake 

of this land and watered it with their blood. The Jews may keep their millions. If the Islamic 
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Caliphate is one day destroyed, then they will be able to take Palestine without a price. 

However, while I am alive, I would rather push a sword into my body than see the land of 

Palestine cut and given away from the Islamic State, and this will not be. I will not start cutting 

our bodies while we are alive” (Madsen, 2011). 

Herzl believed in the importance of dialogue with the Ottomans officials to break the restrictions 

on Jewish immigration to Palestine as well as to extract an official Ottoman decision in favour of 

the Jews. This belief was beside the planned pressure of the foreign powers on the Ottoman 

government and the exploitation of the economic crisis to the Ottomans as an essential condition 

of the dialogue. However, in the final analysis, all of Herzl’s attempts had failed. Sultan Abdülhamid 

II was very pragmatic. He was curious about whether Jews in Europe could help alleviate 

Ottoman’s debt problem. He was ready to receive Jewish money if there were no strings attached. 

Of course, he was a great diplomat because he never showed all of his cards. Clearly, there was 

no promise made to Herzl. Actually, Herzl always returned empty handed. Yet, this failure does 

not deny the fact that Herzl succeeded in pushing the Jewish question onto both the international 

forefront and within the Ottoman Empire. 

After the death of Herzl in 1904, the Seventh Zionist Congress was held in Basel in 1905. This 

congress aimed to emphasise the continuity of Herzl’s work to get the Promised Land, Palestine. 

At this Congress, David Wolffsohn replaced Herzl as the leader of Zionism. Wolffsohn’s knowledge 

and skills, as well as his intelligence, had contributed in gaining Herzl’s confidence. Therefore, 

Wolffsohn was nominated by Herzl as the guardian of his children, as Wolffsohn himself was 

childless (Cohn, 2008). 

2.2.6 A new era: The Committee of Union and Progress (CUP)  

In 1908, the Young Turks launched a revolution and forced Sultan Abdülhamid II into abdication. 

Many Ottomans were discontent from the power concentration in the hands of Sultan Abdülhamid 

II. For instance, during the period of Sultan Abdülhamid II, the Parliament had not been convened 

for almost forty years (Lybyer, 1910, p. 67-68). 
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The CUP made different promises to develop the political and financial situation of the Ottoman 

Empire such as forming a constitution based on the rule of law. In addition, the old institutions of 

the monarchist regime were replaced with a parliamentary democracy. During the first 

parliamentary elections of 1908, the religious minorities played a significant role in the parliament 

which included 147 Muslim Turks, 26 Greek Orthodox, 14 Armenian Christians and four Jews (The 

Economist, 2016). The CUP also wanted to stop the European powers’ intervention in the domestic 

affairs of the empire (Sohrabi, 2011).   

Furthermore, the Young Turk Revolution carried on the alliance with the Jewish community, 

especially with Haim Nahum, the Chief Rabbi of the Empire. After the Zionists’ hope of having a 

formal agreement on Jewish immigration to Palestine under the reign of Abdülhamid II had 

evaporated, the Zionists perceived the Young Turk revolution in 1908 as the beginning of a new 

era which would open the prospect of renewed diplomatic talks on the Jewish question (Friedman, 

1977, p. 141). Wolffsohn stated at the Ninth Congress of the Zionist Organization on 26th 

December 1909:  

“We can find no incompatibility between Ottoman interests and Zionist ambitions. The 

integrity of the Turkish State, its position as a world Power, its welfare and prosperous 

development is in full accord with the very postulates of our work. We consider its new liberal 

Constitution as an adequate guarantee for our personal and national security” (Sicker, 1999, 

p. 108). 

Historically, the Arab conservatives argued that Dönmeh Jews had a big hand in disposing of Sultan 

Abdülhamid II. Additionally, the CUP was controlled by the Dönmeh Jews. So what is Dönmeh and 

what was their role in the Ottoman Empire? Were they Jews? How was their relation with the 

CUP? What was the role of the CUP in the Jewish immigration to Palestine? 

Firstly, the term of conservative Arab is pertaining to political parties, state elites and scholars who 

favour taking the Islamic religion as a base for the state constitution. The Arab conservatives 

asserted the importance of using Islam, for example, to form the government and organise the 

daily life of the people. They also argued that the cause of all the problems experienced by the 

Arabs was based on the absence of the application of the Islamic religion’s rules and the conspiracy 
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of the Great Powers such as the US and Israel. What is more, they considered the Dönmeh Jews 

to be the main reason for the overthrow of Sultan Abdülhamid II’s rule and the collapse of the 

Ottoman Empire. Many authors followed this, including Elham Mahmoud Kazem (Kazem, 2012), 

Yusuf Hussein Omar (Omar, 2001), Ahmed Nouri Al-Naimi (Al-Naimi, 2011; Al-Naimi, 2012a; Al-

Naimi, 2012b), Mohamed Ibrahim Zagrout (Zagrout, 1992), Mostafa Touran (Touran, 2004), Ṣaliḥ 

Zahr Al-Din (Al-Din, 1996), Mahmoud Ali Amer (Amer, 2002) and Huda Darwish (Darwish, 2003; 

Darwish, 2002).  

Dönmeh is a Turkish word launched by Muslim Turks to refer to the followers of Shabtai Zvi, a 

Sephardic Ordained Rabbi. It means “converted their religion or apostates.” Dönmeh, as a religious 

group emerged in the Ottoman Empire in the mid-seventeenth century, when Sabbatai Zevi 

claimed himself as the new Jewish Messiah. At that time, Zevi was followed by various Jews, 

causing trouble in the Turkish cities (Freund, 2011). Sultan Mehmed IV dealt strongly with Zevi’s 

issue. The Sultan gave Zevi two choices: either face death or convert to Islam. He chose to convert 

to Islam.  His new name became then Mohammed Aziz Effendi. As a result of that, Zevi asked the 

Ottoman authorities to allow him to invite the other Jews to convert to Islam; he got the 

permission. He used this opportunity to convince many Jews to declare Islam as their new religion 

outwardly, and these followers have since that time been called Dönmeh. 

The most significant political influence of Dönmeh was their active participation in the committee 

of the Union and Progress Party (Baer, 2010). According to İlker Aytürk, the Dönmeh is not literally 

Jewish. Dönmeh were Jewish people until the seventeenth century, and after that, they converted 

to Islam. The Jewish community today would not consider the Dönmeh as Jewish, and the Dönmeh 

would not see themselves as Jewish either. Simply, they are two separate communities (Aytürk, 

2016). Marc Baer shared the view of Aytürk. Baer said:  

“Considering the Dönmeh as secret Jews, and analyses their religious practices and history 

within the framework of Jewish history alone. Although contemporary rabbis did not consider 

them Jews, it is remarkable how modern scholars writing within the divergent paradigms of 

Greek, Jewish, Turkish, and Zionist historiography tend to be unwilling to accept that the 
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Dönmeh were not simply Jews. The Dönmeh actively maintained their separate identity” 

(Baer, 2007, p. 143). 

Despite the fact that the CUP had Dönmeh members within the party and government, the 

decision-making core of CUP mainly consisted of officers who were ethnically Turks. Of course, the 

minister of economy David Bay was a Dönmeh, but he was not part of the central committee of 

the CUP. In fact, there was no high ranking Dönmeh within the CUP administration. Moreover, the 

Dönmeh had a good relation with the Ottoman Empire. For Instance, according to the official 

Ottoman Yearbook of the Province of Salonica, Mehmed Kapancı was a Dönmeh, and he headed 

the city’s Chamber of Commerce in the Ottoman Empire. He got various state honours from the 

Empire. He worked in the Assembly for the Administration of the Province and was one of the 

most important bankers and traders, mainly involved in the textile trade (Baer, 2007, p. 150). 

Furthermore, the CUP did not have a concrete policy towards the Jewish immigration to Palestine. 

The CUP had real power over the state only from 1913 until 1918, because from 1908 until 1913 

there were a couple of Pashas who ruled the Empire. From 1911 until 1922, the Empire was 

continuously at war. First, there was the Ottoman - Libya war. Second, there were the two phases 

of the war in the Balkans. Thirdly, the Ottomans joined the First World War (WWI) between 1914-

1918. After the loss of the Ottoman Empire after WWI, the victorious allies occupied a huge part 

of the Empire and then lastly came the Turkish War of Independence. There was 11 years of nearly 

continuous warfare. Therefore, the Jewish immigration was a very marginal topic in their agenda. 

Within this context, the Jews took advantage of the CUP’s preoccupation with the wars to 

reorganise intensive Jewish immigration to Palestine while the Empire was slowly collapsing. This 

Jewish immigration was coupled with international support for their plans in Palestine, including 

legal and military protection. The United Kingdom (UK) was their major supporter in the 1920’s 

and 1930’s. Despite the fact that during this period the Zionists public statements about their 

political aspirations were played down, the long-term goals of Zionists remained the same (Lesch, 

2011).   
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2.2.7 Balfour’s declaration  

As a result of their continuous attempts, on 2nd November 1917, Arthur James Balfour, the then 

Prime Minister of the UK issued a declaration in favour of the Jews. The decision was presented in 

a letter by Arthur James Lord Balfour to Lord Rothschild.  This letter was considered as the first 

political recognition of Zionism by a Great Power. Article VI of this resolution stipulated that the 

British administration would facilitate Jewish immigration under appropriate conditions, and 

would encourage cooperation with the Jewish Agency for Jewish settlement in the territories. 

Article VII also stipulated the need to facilitate giving the Palestinian nationality to the migrant 

Jews. It was the first political document obtained for Zionism (John, 1988). 

Furthermore, Weizmann, the then president of the World Zionist Organization, stressed the 

importance of Balfour declaration: 

“The Balfour Declaration and the Mandate have definitely lifted [Palestine] out of the context 

of the Middle East and linked it up with the world-wide Jewish problem. The rights which the 

Jewish people have been adjudged in Palestine do not depend on the consent, and cannot be 

subject to, the will of the majority of its present inhabitants” (Lesch, 2011).  

Furthermore, Zionists did not give up their biggest dream of the Jewish community’s right to all of 

Palestine. They had just seen the territorial partition as a temporary measure. Weizmann 

highlighted that: “In the course of time, we shall expand to the whole country, this is only an 

arrangement for the next 15-30 years” (Goudzwaard, Vennen & Heemst, 2007, p. 74). Moreover, 

Ben-Gurion stated in 1938: “After we become a strong force, as a result of the creation of a state, 

we shall abolish partition and expand to the whole of Palestine” (Chomsky, 1999).      

2.2.8 The fall of the Ottoman Empire 

Tsar Nicolas I of Russia stated that the Ottoman Empire was a very sick man during its last period 

(Atlı, 2014). As Europe was then showing signs of being embroiled in WWI (1914-1918), the 

Ottoman Empire could not remain neutral, and the country had already decided to ally with 

Germany. The enmity for Russia had been the deciding factor for the Turks, because there were 

vast areas of the Ottoman Empire, which were lost in the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-88, let alone 
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the antipathy towards the Serbians and other Balkan nations, all of whom had been once part of 

the mighty Ottoman Empire (Voss, 2014). 

During the long four years of the war, there was no certainty who the victors would be. However, 

the Turkish Army suffered significant defeat in the Arabian Peninsula, Trans-Jordan, Palestine and 

eventually Syria mainly due to the Arab Revolt. Hussein bin Ali, the then Sharif and Emir of Mecca, 

declared the revolt against his overlords on 27th June 1916 (Francis, 1923). During this period, the 

name of Mustafa Kemal appeared gradually. He got the rank of Binbaşı in the Turkish army 

(commander) in 1911 and later in 1916 became Mirliva (brigade commander). He had commanded 

a group of Turkish soldiers at the battle of Gallipoli. His achievements on the battlefield made him 

an obvious leader of those who fought for the Independence of Turkey from Allied Occupation 

(Beck, 2010). This led Kemal to resign from his post and organise resistance towards the 

occupation of Anatolia by the Allied Powers. Due to the Treaty of Lausanne, on 29th October 1923, 

the Turkish Republic was proclaimed, and Mustafa Kemal was elected the first President of Turkey. 

His visions were based on: “Sovereignty belongs unconditionally to the nation” and “Peace at 

home, Peace in the world” (Gürel, 2010, p. 19). 

The new Kemalist ideology led to an attempt to modernise Turkey in terms of politics and culture 

and to create a secular state. Besides, this policy aimed to distance Turkish state’s relations from 

its neighbours while, in contrast, aiming to deepen the Turkish relations with the Western powers. 

To bring Turkey into the 20th century, he introduced various reforms including the adoption of 

European- style laws, the abolition of the system of the caliphate, the westernisation of the 

administration system of the Republic, with a particular focus on the education system. (Neziroğlu, 

2015). In 1934, Mustafa Kemal was given the name Atatürk – Father of the Turks (Adak, 2003, p. 

509-527). 

 

2.3 The role of the British Mandate in the Jewish immigration to Palestine (1923-1948) 

During this period, Turkey was no longer controlling Palestine, as the British Mandate became the 

first power to control Palestine after the Ottoman Empire, and helped the Jews to emigrate to 
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Palestine. The new immigration system, which was designed by the British Mandate, took its final 

form in 1932. As a result of this system and British Mandate’s policy, different Arab revolutions 

broke out either in 1935 or in the period 1936-1939. The Arabs proclaimed an Arab general strike, 

and they boycotted Jewish enterprises and products. They made demands on the British Mandate 

administration, principally to put an end to the Jewish immigration to Palestine, to stop land’s 

transfer policy to Jewish immigrants and to have a new general representative government. In 

order to counter the escalation of the Arab resistance, from time to time, the British Mandate 

added some cosmetic amendments to the system such as some theoretical restrictions on the 

Jewish immigration to Palestine. Yet, the essence of the immigration system did not change 

(Hadawi, 1969). Moreover, to help the success of the Zionist project, the US and some other 

Western countries at this stage put restrictions on Jewish immigration to enter their own 

countries. This policy contributed to pushing the Jews to increase their immigration to Palestine. 

In the following analysis, I divide the Jewish immigration during the British Mandate into the 

following periods: 

2.3.1 Jewish immigration (1919-1923) 

The Palestinian movement established the first conference called Palestinian Arab Conference in 

1919 in Jerusalem. It discussed the Arab dimension and Arab unity. The conclusion of this 

conference included the absolute rejection of the territorial division of the Levant2. In addition, 

the conference also called for the independence of Syria as an Arab entity as well as the formation 

of an independent Palestinian government. They also planned to send a note to the Paris 

Conference in February 1919. However, the British Mandate refused to allow the delegates 

selected by the conference from travelling to Paris  (Ayyad, 1999, p. 67-102).  

Furthermore, the Palestinian protests increased against their dire situation. This anger was 

directed against the Jews and avoided the British colonial power, even though the British took 

over the fight against these revolutions such as the revolution of Nabi Musa in Jerusalem in April 

1920, and the revolution in Jaffa in May 1921.  

                                                           
2 The Levant is a historical geographical expression referring to a wide region in the eastern Mediterranean. 
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Palestinian resistance was characterised by being a fairly peaceful one until 1929, for several 

reasons, including a lack of material and potential resources, the Palestinians' fear of the massive 

British force and military capabilities, and some internal differences between those leading the 

resistance movement. Despite the various attempts of the Palestinian uprisings, this did not have 

a significant effect to stop the Jewish immigration. The number of Jewish immigrants reached 

about 35,000 people at that time, and most of them were working class people from Poland and 

Russia (Schneider, 2008). 

2.3.2 Jewish immigration (1924-1932) 

Almost 80,000 Jewish immigrants came to Palestine during this period. These Jews had suffered 

from religious and cultural persecution in their homelands, such as in Poland. Whereas, at that 

time, the Jews in Palestine had enjoyed a good life. They had developed their economic prospects 

which had been significantly improved. The immigrants of this period also brought private funds 

to develop some small capital projects (Schneider, 2008). 

The annual influx of Zionists immigrants had reached its peak in 1925 to about 33,000 compared 

to 13,000 in 1924. After that, the number dropped again to 13 thousand in 1926. Immigration 

then began to taper off from 1927 because of the economic difficulties in the country. In 1927 the 

number of immigrants dropped to three thousand, then two thousand in 1928 (Al-Nahal, 1981). 

The Jews’ number in Palestine at the end of this stage was around 175,00, 136,000 of them lived 

in the 19 municipality colonies, and the rest lived on about 110 agricultural settlements. During all 

that time, the Palestinians did not stop fighting in order to regain their land as well as stopping 

Jewish immigration to Palestine. They broke out with another revolution called Burqa in September 

1929. However, these revolutions only proved the limited capacity of the Palestinians to overturn 

the current situation. 

2.3.3 Jewish immigration (1933 - 1939): 

The Zionist movement began to organise a particular type of migration to Palestine, known as the 

migration of young people. At this period, there were about 215,000 immigrants to Palestine, 

mostly from Central European countries which were affected by the arrival of the Nazis to power 
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in Germany. 45,000 migrants were from Germany. Immigration reached its peak in 1935 to about 

62,000 migrants. After the Palestinian-Arabs revolution of 1936 broke out, the number of 

immigrants declined (Al-Ghadiry, 2013). 

As a result of increased resistance in Palestine, the British colonial power undertook some major 

actions including sending huge military reinforcements to Palestine, under the leadership of their 

best military leaders and re-occupation of every village in Palestine in order to ensure the 

elimination of resistance. These procedures were successful in easing gradually the resistance. 

On the other hand, under British mediation, the Arabs and the Jews started negotiating at St. James 

Conference in 1939. However, these talks were fruitless, and the British Mandate did not succeed 

in compelling both parties to reach an agreement. This led the British Colonial Secretary Malcolm 

McDonald to declare a new unilateral plan to handle the dire situation prevailing in the region 

(Sorenson, 2013). The plan was called White Paper of 1939. This agreement included the support 

of Britain for the founding of a self-governing Palestinian state, where Arabs would share power 

with the Jews, in addition to other measures in favour of the Palestinians including imposing an 

extra limitation on Jewish immigration to Palestine (Katamesh, 2007). 

2.3.4 Jewish immigration (1939 - 1948) 

Indeed, the Zionist organisations took advantage of World War II’s atmosphere as well as what they 

suffered as Jews in Germany and Eastern Europe to gain more sympathy from the world. Moreover, 

also to emphasise the need to establish a national home in Palestine. Within this context, on the 

shores of Palestine, during and after World War II, 21 boats transferred 55,000 illegal Jewish 

immigrants. Secret British documents revealed that the British fleet, which was in charge of 

monitoring the Palestinian shores to resist the illegal immigration, had guided the ships of Zionists 

immigrants and supplied them with water and fuel and led them to the Palestinian coast, where 

the takeover process was faked (Al-Nahal, 1981). 

During WWII, the Palestinian resistance had allied themselves with Germany and Italy to get their 

support, but the Allied victory foiled the Resistance plans. Furthermore, the US President Truman 

called for the implementation of the Baltimore program decisions, which was the introduction to 
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transfer a hundred thousand Jews to Palestine. They formed a commission of Anglo-American 

inquiry in January 1946 (a joint British and American committee) to examine the extent of 

Palestine’s ability in various fields including political, economic and social in absorbing the 

displaced Jews in Europe (Cohen, 1979). In April 1946, the commission published its 

recommendations and mentioned the acceptance of Truman’s proposal: “Recommendation No. 1. 

We have to report that such information as we received about countries other than Palestine gave 

no hope of substantial assistance in finding homes for Jews wishing or impelled to leave Europe” 

(Yale Law School, 2008).   

In order to secure a legal position, the UK requested the Secretary-General of the UN “to place the 

question of Palestine on the Agenda of the General Assembly at its next regular Annual Session and 

to make recommendations, under Article 10 of the Charter, concerning the future government of 

Palestine” (UN, 1947). As a result of this, the General Assembly of the UN adopted a resolution 

181 in November 1947 to partition the British Mandate of Palestine into two states, one Arab and 

one Jewish. This was beside providing a special international regime for governing the City of 

Jerusalem. The Jews agreed to this resolution while the Arabs refused it. The main reason behind 

the Arab refusal was that “the partition plan was blatantly prejudicial to the rights of the majority 

Arab population and was premised on the rejection of their right to self-determination” (Hammond, 

2010, p. 12-13). 

Due to this infuriating situation, the 1948 Arab–Israeli war broke out. Despite the military coalition 

of the Arab states in fighting such a small state as Israel, the Arabs lost the war while the 

Palestinians became displaced. The Arabs were able to maintain almost 82% of the Palestinian 

territories. Avi Shlaim linked the Arab failure in the 1948 war to the real divisions and opposite self-

interest of the Arab leaders, including King Farouk of Egypt and King Abdullah of Jordan. Such a 

situation contributed to the failure of the Arab states at both the diplomatic and military levels 

(Shlaim, 1996, p. 219-240).   

On 15th May 1948, David Ben-Gurion, the then President of the Executive Committee of the Jewish 

Agency declared from the Jerusalem Municipality the creation of the State of Israel. This day was 
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remembered by the Palestinians as Al-Nakba. Ben-Gurion served as the first Prime Minister (PM) 

of the state of Israel from 1948 until 1953. He then served a second term from 1955 until 1963.  

 

2.4 The Turkish – Israeli relations during the period (1948-2002) 

The international recognition came quickly after the Israeli state was established. The US was the 

first country to recognise Israel  (Jewish Virtual Library, 2015b). The Soviet Union did not take long 

either to grant Israel recognition. On 11th May 1949, Israel was recognised as the 59th member of 

the UN (Heian-Engdal, Jensehaugen & Waage, 2013). The Arab and Islamic countries were not 

surprised by the rapid international recognition of Israel. The real shock came, however, when 

Turkey was the first Muslim country to recognise Israel as a state on 28th March 1949 (Ulutaş, 

2010a).  

2.4.1 The Turkish recognition of Israel 

The Turkish recognition of Israel generated wide interpretations from different scholars as well as 

from entirely different perspectives. After analysing all the elements, I look at this recognition from 

three angles, including: 

From the Arab conservatives’ perspective 

Due to the Kemalist ideology, which controlled Turkey until 2002, Turkey turned inwards and 

developed a historical, cultural and political isolation from its neighbours after the Turkish 

independence in 1923, particularly towards the Arab and Muslim world. Additionally, Turkey 

blocked itself from a real engagement in the regional political systems while, in contrast, it had an 

active involvement with the West. Within this context, the Arab conservatives perceived the 

Turkish recognition of Israel as a way of obtaining revenge. This was because of the accumulated 

historical problems that started when the Arabs allied with the UK against the Ottoman Empire in 

the First World War.  

This feeling of alienation between Turkey and the Arab world had increased over the years. The 

literature of Arab conservatives considered that the Kemalist ideology held hostility towards the 
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Arabs. The analysis, assumptions and claims of this literature were based on various actions done 

by Turkey including, firstly, after the acceptance of France, Hatay -a Syrian city- had been given to 

Turkey in 1939. This incident made Turkey appear in the eyes of the Arabs an ally of Western 

powers against the Arabs (Jörum, 2014). Then, in the summer of 1951, Turkey protested together 

with the Western countries against Egypt’s decision to prevent the passage of Israeli ships through 

the Suez Canal (Sleiman, 2002, p. 9). This caused a severe political crisis in the Turkish-Egyptian 

relations. Thirdly, in June 1954, Adnan Menderes, the then Turkish Prime Minister, called upon the 

Arabs to recognise Israel, during a visit to Washington. Afterwards, the Egyptian President Gamal 

Abdel Nasser condemned Turkey’s pro-Israeli policy, saying that it led to Turkey being disliked in 

the Arab world (Abadi, 2004). Following that, the Arab League Office condemned Turkey for having 

good relations with Israel.   

Then, on 6th December 1957, Turkey supported France in the UN General Assembly when it voted 

against a draft resolution on Algeria’s independence. France decided thereafter to provide air 

services from Tel-Aviv to Teheran, with connections to Pakistan and the Far East, but Turkey did not 

ban flights over its land (Eytan, 1958). Moreover, in 1955, there was a pro-Western defence alliance 

between Turkey and Iraq, Iran, the UK, Afghanistan, and Pakistan called the Bagdad Pact. According 

to the Turkish perspective, the purpose of the Bagdad Pact was to counter the influence of the 

Soviet Union. It has been argued by Michael Doran that Israel was in fact behind this Pact. He said: 

“The Israelis were searching for a way to force Gamal Abdel Nasser to respect their vital interests. 

They were also attempting, in all likelihood, to make him appear weak in the eyes of the Arab world. 

Thus they launched the raid within a week of the announcement of the Bagdad Pact” (Doran, 2016, 

p. 94).   

Indeed, at that time, the tension between Turkey and Egypt had increased and led the Egyptian 

government in 1954 to expel the Turkish ambassador. Additionally, they considered the Turkish 

foreign policy as anti-Arab because of its Turkish ties with Israel (Falk, 2006). This did not stop the 

offers of Adnan Menderes, the then Prime Minister of Turkey, who worked very hard to convince 

some other Arab countries to join in this Pact including Lebanon and Jordan. He had already visited 

them. This caused some public demonstrations in Lebanon against his visit. Although these two 

regimes were a highly pro-western bloc, they did not join the Pact, because they were afraid of the 
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response of the domestic Arab nationalists. Furthermore, from the Israeli point of view, the Pact 

was considered a secret alliance with Israel and not a proper agreement. According to Ofra Bengio: 

“The strict secrecy that Turkey maintained about the alliance was an indication of its extreme 

sensitivity towards the Arab states and its fear of antagonising them” (Bengio, 2004, p. 44). 

Lastly, we have to take into account the effects of Resolution 194 which had been approved by 

the UN General Assembly on 11th December 1948. This Resolution focused on creating the 

mechanisms required to reach a truce between Israel and the Arab countries after the 1948 Arab–

Israeli war. Turkey was part of the commission responsible for this resolution while Israel was not 

a member of the UN at that time. However, one paragraph out of 15 dealing with refugees 

escalated the conflict between the Arabs and Turkey. Paragraph 11 had addressed: 

“... that the refugees wishing to return to their homes and live at peace with their neighbours 

should be permitted to do so at the earliest practicable date, and that compensation should 

be paid for the property of those choosing not to return and for loss of or damage to property 

which, under principles of international law or in equity, should be made good” (Special Unit 

on Palestinian Rights, 1978).  

Despite the fact that the resolution’s articles were not fulfilled, both the Arab countries and Israel 

opposed it. The Arabs, for example, claimed that this decision did not guarantee explicitly the Right 

of Return for the Palestinian refugees. Additionally, this resolution did not declare that the 

refugees “should be permitted” to return to their homes, and this recommendation relates only 

to those who “wishing to... live at peace with their neighbours” (Hertz, 2012). Therefore, the Arab 

League countries including Egypt, Saudi Arabia Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, and Yemen, voted against the 

resolution while Turkey voted for the resolution.  

To sum up, all these actions done by Turkey coupled with the Turkish recognition of Israel were 

perceived by the Arab and Muslim world, especially the conservatives, as a way to punish them 

due to their stance in WWI. 
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From the Turkish perspective 

Turkey considered its recognition of Israel as a way to integrate more fully with the Western world, 

which would later help contribute to building a modern Turkish state. Additionally, this recognition 

would offer a way for Turkey to enter into the global financial markets. On the other hand, Turkey 

used this recognition to counter the geographical threat to its borders. This was because Turkey's 

security had been threatened from the Soviet Union especially after World War II, as the Soviet 

Union, at that time, sought to extend its power. 

Turkey, in the past, was an obstacle to Soviet expansion. A power such as the Soviet Union was a 

considerable threat to the stability of Turkey in the post-World War II era. A few months before the 

end of the war, the Soviet Union abolished on 19th March 1945, the Treaty of Friendship and 

Neutrality with Turkey, which had been signed on 17th December 1925. The Soviet Union required 

a new treaty. Additionally, it demanded that Turkey return the regions of Kars and Ardahan. These 

regions were under the control of the Russian Empire from 1878 until 1918, and, under the peace 

treaty signed with Turkey in 1921, the Soviet Union abandoned them to Turkey (Kuniholm, 1980). 

Furthermore, in 1936, the Montreux treaty was signed between Turkey and other states including 

the Soviet Union. This agreement gave Turkey a full control over the Bosphorus Straits and the 

Dardanelles. Yet, the competition between the Global powers to control both the Turkish Straits 

and the Black Sea kept increasing, especially because of the economic and political value of these 

Straits (Gokcicek, 2009).  Therefore, the Soviet Union demanded to change the Montreux treaty in 

order to have military bases in the Straits area and to control the traffic through the Black Sea 

Straits. In addition, they demanded the convening of an international treaty for the defence of the 

Black Sea (Dincsahin, 2015). These combined reasons encouraged Turkey to ally with the West and 

Israel, to counter the threat of the Soviet Union. 

From the Israeli perspective  

The Turkish recognition of Israel was not a surprise for Israel. It came as a harvest of long relations 

which started since the earlier Jews immigration to the Ottoman Empire. The ties between the 

Turks and the Jews go back centuries. Kamel Atatürk’s policy of secularism significantly reduced 

the influence of religion on politics. Both nations, Turkey and Israel, had a more modern Western 
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outlook. Both were tied to the US in their strategic policies concerning the Cold War. Therefore, 

maintaining diplomatic ties with Turkey, a Muslim country with international stature, was a priority 

for the Israeli foreign policy. 

Israel had fully realised that its survival could not just be based on its military strength and the 

international support that comes from far away countries. Israel needed friends in the region as 

well. The Israeli partnership with the Middle Eastern countries including Turkey was a priority 

needed  to break the siege and isolation which was imposed by the Arabs since Israel’s foundation. 

Indeed, Israel believed that its partnership with the Middle Eastern countries would not easily be 

built because it was considered as an occupation state. Additionally, most of the Arab and Muslim 

countries had been at war for a period of time with Israel. Therefore, Israel needed a third party 

which was acceptable for both Israel and Arab and Muslim countries. Despite the Turkish 

differences with the Arabs at that time, Israel believed that Turkey was the only choice to fulfil 

such a role. İlker Aytürk argued the importance of Turkey’s recognition of Israel: 

“Since Israel’s foundation, Israeli governments have had to wrestle with the problem of 

diplomatic recognition, which was subject to the ebbs and flows of the Arab-Israeli conflict. 

Each new bout of conflagration between Israel and its Arab neighbours resulted in a recall of 

ambassadors and suspension of diplomatic ties by a host of African, Asian and Latin American 

countries. After the Yom Kippur War of 1973, for example, the number of countries that 

maintained diplomatic relations with the PLO nearly surpassed the number of foreign 

missions in Israel” (Aytürk, 2009, p. 65).  

Another reason which made Israel keen to establish good ties with Turkey since 1949 was the 

increasing threat to its borders from countries such as Egypt, Iraq and Syria. These countries were 

essentially in a confrontation with Israel and represented the intellectual centre of Arab 

nationalism. These countries considered that the conflict with Israel was not just a war about land 

possession, but rather a war of substantial existence.  

To sum up, despite the claims spread by the Arab conservatives’ literature, I argue that the Turkish 

recognition of Israel did not merely spring from the Arab stance with the Allies in WW1. This was 

not the major discussion at that time. I look at the Turkish recognition of Israel within the context 
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of global politics and the way the world has been divided into two camps. In other words, the US 

was the main driver in Turkey’s recognition of Israel as well as the Turkish desires to achieve 

internal and external goals. Within this context, Turkey's foreign policy was eager to be part of the 

Western bloc, which was then led by the US. The Turkish policy was also aimed at not getting 

involved in the Middle East affairs. Therefore, Turkey’s recognition of Israel was part of this policy 

and was not a punishment for the Arabs, as has been widely reported. In the meantime, the 

existence of an anti-Arab feeling in Turkey because of WW1 cannot be denied. According to 

Alexander Murinson: “Kemalist Turkey viewed the neighbouring Arab regimes with suspicion. The 

republican governments adhered to the view of a permanent threat of an Arab, knife in the back” 

(Murinson, 2012, p. 2). However, this aspect was not the major driver which pushed Turkey to 

recognise Israel as a state.  

During that period, most of the Arab countries were not independent; they were either under 

occupation or dependent on one of the Western powers. Additionally, many official Turkish 

positions met the Turkish interests, and were also in favour of the Arabs. These actions included 

the position of Turkey on Resolution 181 which declared the decision to partition Palestine into 

two states, one Arab and the other Jewish on 29th November 1947, by the General Assembly of 

the UN (UN, 2008). Turkey and the Arab countries in the same line voted against the partition 

resolution. Turkey was further elected a member of the Palestinian reconciliation committee and 

supported an independent Palestine. Additionally, during the 1956 Suez Crisis between Egypt and 

Israel, Turkey withdrew its ambassador from Israel on 20th November 1956 (Smith, 2016). 

We should also be aware that the Arab nationalists had a negative perception of Turkey and the 

Ottoman Empire. Therefore, nationalism on both sides was built on the exclusion of each other. 

The emergence of Arab nationalism led to a change in the position of Turkey from being a major 

player in the regional political map into a reserve player; the Arab nationalist discourse considered 

Turkey as a stooge of the West. 
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2.4.2 Ups and downs in the Turkish-Israeli relations  

Since Turkey’s recognition of Israel on 28th March 1949, relationships between the two states did 

not always flow smoothly. In the following analysis, I distinguish three main stages of the Turkish-

Israeli relations from 1948 to 2002: 

The first stage (1948-1962) 

During this first period, the Turkish-Israeli relations had witnessed significant progress in parallel 

with the development of Turkish relations with the West. Turkey became a NATO member on 17th 

February 1952 (Turkey’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2016b). On the contrary, the Turkish relations 

with the Arab countries had become strained. The cooperation between Israel and Turkey had 

been gradually increasing, especially in the military field. Major meetings at high level between 

the two countries were conducted. For instance, in August 1958 in Paris, the meeting of Golda 

Meir, the then Foreign Minister, with Fatin Zorlu, the then Turkish Foreign Minister. Additionally, 

in the same year, there was a secret meeting between the officials in the two countries in Ankara. 

Ben-Gurion, Golda Meir and the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) Chief of Staff represented the Israeli 

side, while Adnan Menderes, the former Turkish Prime Minister and other senior officials 

represented the Turkish side (Abadi, 2004). Fatih Şemsettin Işık pointed out the importance of this 

meeting. He said: 

“To keep this meeting secret, two Israeli officials were even delivered to a plane to land at 

Ankara in an ambulance for security reasons after arriving at Istanbul's Atatürk International 

Airport. According to the agreement, which would remain undisclosed for many years, the 

two sides initiated security and intelligence cooperation alongside other areas of 

collaboration in unity against Nasser's pan-Arabist policies” (Işık, 2016).  

As a result of these sessions, both countries signed the trident agreement in 1958 along with the 

Shah’s Iran. According to this agreement, the Mossad, the Israeli’s secret service, established an 

intelligence centre in Turkey (Shlaim, 2001). Yossi Alpher said: “The Trident Alliance, through 

which, between 1956 and 1979, Israel shared intelligence with Iran and Turkey on a scale not seen 
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since, was one of Israel’s most far-reaching and comprehensive foreign policy accomplishments” 

(Alpher, 2015). 

What is interesting today is to note that most of the agreements and meetings happened after 

Turkey withdrew its ambassador from Israel in 1956. This Turkish step was taken in order to 

counter Arab criticism. However, Nur Bilge Criss pointed out that: “Although Turkey withdrew its 

ambassador from Israel on 20th November 1956, it nevertheless informed the Israelis that it would 

remain friendly” (Criss, 1997). While Sinan Tokbay said: “In order to save the Bagdad Pact, Turkey 

in 1956 downgraded her diplomatic post to Israel from ambassador level to that of chargé 

d’affaires. Behind the scenes, Turkey conveyed the message that it would retain her good relations 

with Jerusalem” (Tokbay, 2013, p. 6-7). 

Despite Turkey downgrading officially its diplomatic relations with Israel, the ties between Turkey 

and Israel improved, to the extent that many Turkish officials considered their relations with the 

Arab nations were the obstacle for the progress of Turkey (Aykan, 1993, p. 91-110). According to 

an Oxford scholar, Philip Robins: “In the 1950s, Turkey treated Israel as a mistress” (Robins, 2003). 

While Berdal Aral pointed out:  

“The conservative Menderes government formed by the Democrat Party, which ruled the 

country from 1950 to 1960, identified itself with the Western world. Its association with the 

USA and Britain evolved to such an extent that, in the 1950s, Turkey literally became a 

mouthpiece of Western interests in the Middle East” (Aral, 2001, p. 73). 

In line with these developments in the Turkish-Israeli relations, Turkey signed with the European 

Common Market countries a treaty called Treaty fellowship or Participation on 12th September 

1963 (Official Journal of the European Communities, 1963). These combined agreements, during 

the 1950s, had made the Turkish economy largely dependent upon the West. The military 

agreements, in the first place, and external commerce became one of the most important factors 

which shaped Turkish foreign policy. Turkey in this period was very much interested in promoting 

itself to the international community and to Israel in particular as a useful and strategically placed 

ally in the Middle East, because that is how NATO viewed Turkey as well. 
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The second stage (1963-1989) 

To fulfil its interests, Turkey wanted to maintain good relations with the Arab nations due to 

common political, security and economic benefits. However, establishing direct relations with the 

Arabs, especially after the spread of the feeling of hostility between the Arabs and the Turks 

seemed difficult. Turkey needed a strategic entrance. Therefore, Turkey used the Palestinian 

question as an essential part of its relations with the Arabs, despite the fact that the relations 

between Turkey and the Arab countries had undergone a lot of ups and downs. Turkey attempted 

to apply its pragmatic policy towards both Israel and the Arab countries. This was indeed the 

discourse of the Turkish foreign policy during this period. 

Within this context, Turkish officials eventually realised that the interests of the Turkish foreign 

policy could not be supported by just relying on the alliance with Israel and the US. A series of 

events pushed Turkey to reconsider its relations with the Arab states from a strategic angle. These 

actions included, for instance, the time when the US removed the Jupiter missiles from Turkey in 

1963 following the Cuban Rocket Crisis in 1962. The US President Lyndon B. Johnson sent an 

official letter in June 1964 to İnönü, the then Turkish Prime Minister, to explain the American 

rejection to support Turkey in its battle over Cyprus (Aykan, 1993, p. 91-110). Additionally, the US 

imposed an arms embargo on Turkey in 1975 as a punishment for its action towards Cyprus. 

Therefore, Turkey needed the Arab countries to get the necessary support at the UN with regards 

to the Cyprus issue as well as the military support in its armed conflict with Cyprus in July 1974.  

Furthermore, the Arab support was also necessary to protect the Turkish economy after it had 

deteriorated in the 1970s due to the oil crisis, and Turkey was eager to develop economic ties with 

the Arab world. According to William Hale: 

“The enhanced role of the Middle Eastern oil-producing states in the world economy, 

following the dramatic leap in oil prices during 1973-4, and Turkey’s international isolation 

after its intervention in Cyprus in 1974 also forced Turkish policy makers to strengthen their 

relations with the regional countries” (Hale, 2014).  

Therefore, Turkey took different steps to strengthen its relations with the Middle East starting 

with supporting the Palestinian cause. In the 1967 war, for the first time, Turkey refused to allow 
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the US to use Incirlik (an air base located in Turkey which was used mainly by the US Air Force and 

the Turkish Air Force) to help Israel during this war. This was repeated in the 1973 war (Park, 2012). 

The new Turkish policy towards the Middle East was reflected in the Turkish policy vis-à-vis the 

PLO. In 1975, Turkey established official relations with the PLO -as the sole legitimate 

representative of the Palestinian people. A PLO Office was opened in Ankara in 1979. Turkey 

recognised later on as well the proclamation of the State of Palestine as an independent state in 

November 1988. According to Bülent Aras, chairperson of the Turkish Foreign Ministry’s Strategic 

Research Center: “Turkey allowed the PLO to open its office in Ankara in order to gain support from 

the Arab world both economically and politically” (Aras, 1998, p. 122).  

Additionally, Turkey supported the efforts of the PLO to establish an independent Palestinian state 

in the Israeli-occupied West Bank and Gaza Strip. Moreover, Turkey participated in the Islamic 

Conference in Rabat, Morocco, which condemned the burning of the Al-Aqsa Mosque in 1969 

(Karpat, 1975). Indeed, Turkish policies began to reap its fruits when, for instance, in 1973, as part 

of the international pressure on Israel to withdraw from the occupied lands and to restore the 

legal rights of the Palestinians, the OPEC countries imposed an oil embargo on states which had 

friendly ties with Israel. Turkey was exempted from that because of its friendly ties with the Arabs 

(Tokbay, 2013, p. 8-9).  

Furthermore, Turkey voted in the UN General Assembly in 1975 on the resolution stating that the 

Zionist movement was regarded as a form of racial discrimination (Sleiman, 2002, p. 10). Turkey 

did not recognise the Israeli decision on the adoption of Jerusalem as the capital of the Jewish 

state in 1980. As a result of the Jerusalem Law, which was passed by the Knesset in 1980, Turkey 

downgraded its representation in Tel Aviv to the level of second secretary (Athanassopoulou, 

2014). Additionally, Turkey voted with other 118 countries in favour of the resolution adopted by 

the UN General Assembly on 11th December 1980, on the non-recognition of the legitimacy of all 

the Israeli decisions and measures to change the situation in the occupied lands (Sleiman, 2002). 

Turkey condemned Israel’s bombing of an Iraqi nuclear reactor in June 1981. It also voted for the 

resolution adopted by the General Assembly on 17th December 1981, on the Israeli annexation of 

the Syrian Golan Heights (UN, 1981).  
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Since 1983, the policies of then Turkish Prime Minister Turgut Özal continued to advocate open 

relations towards the Middle East. This was besides advancing better relations with the West.  

These policies asserted the primacy of the economy and security in shaping Turkish foreign policy. 

Hale, a specialist of Turkish foreign policy, pointed out: “Özal preferred to play both cards at once 

(Easternist’ and ‘Westernist’)” (Hale, 2014).  

Moreover, Turkey supported the first Palestinian Intifada, or the stones uprising, so named 

because the stones were the main tool in the Palestinian struggle against the Israeli occupation. 

On 8th Dec 1987, the first spark of this uprising started when an Israeli truck driver ran over a group 

of Palestinian workers on the barrier Erez, which separates the Gaza Strip from the rest of Palestine 

territories (Karkar, 2007). The uprising formed of spontaneous popular protest on the general 

situation of the Palestinian miserable camps, widespread unemployment and the daily repression 

by the Israeli occupation against Palestinian civilians.  

Despite all the Turkish efforts in favour of the Palestinian cause, the latter was concerned to avoid 

any action which could be interpreted as a departure from its pro-Western block. Therefore, in 

1967, during the Arab-Israeli war, despite the Arab pressure on Turkey, Turkey displayed a high 

degree of diplomacy and caution in dealing with any issue related to Israel. Unlike its Arab 

counterparts, Turkey refused to describe Israel as the aggressor. The Turkish government was very 

pragmatic in this case. The same happened in the Islamic Conference summit in Morocco, in 1969. 

The head of the Turkish delegation to the Rabat conference refused to sign the closing statement 

of the Rabat conference. The final declaration asserted full support to the Palestinians for their 

national freedom against the Israeli occupation (Aykan, 1993, p. 91-110).  

I would argue that Turkish efforts to support the Palestinian cause –without harming the Israeli 

interests- were for mainly two reasons. Internally, because in the 1960’s there was a rise of the 

leftist politics and the Palestinian cause became a critical issue. As a result of this, some members 

of the Revolutionary Youth Party received military training in Fatah camps in Jordan, Lebanon and 

Syria (Aviv, 2013). Externally, Turkey aimed to build good relations with the Arab countries. Kamal 

Feridun Arkin, the then Turkish Minister, announced in February 1965 that Turkey would have a 

renewed interest in the Palestinian cause. Arkin said: “refugees [would] eliminate old 
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disagreements between Turkey and the Arab world and lead to close and friendly relations with 

them” (Bishku, 2012). 

The third stage (1990-2002) 

At the beginning of the 1990s, the Turkish political openness with the Arab countries gradually 

began to decline due to several factors. These factors included the growth of internal Turkish 

criticisms because of the uselessness of the relations with the Arab nations. The Turkish criticisms 

were based on the fact, for instance, that the expected support from the Arab countries for the 

Cyprus issue had never materialised. Additionally, Turkey began to experience problems with 

some Arab countries like Syria. The Turkish-Syrian relations started to experience a crisis due to 

several reasons including Syria’s sheltering and supporting the PKK as well as the Armenian Secret 

Army for the Liberation of Armenia (ASALA), which were pursuing a struggle against Turkey. What 

is more, the conflict between Turkey and Syria over the water-sharing of the Euphrates River had 

increased (Sever, 2001, p. 87-88). This led to a crisis in the bilateral relations of both countries, 

especially after Syria refused to expel Abdullah Öcalan -the leader of the PKK who escaped there- 

despite Ankara’s official request.   

The reasons mentioned above contributed to increasing an anti-Arab feeling inside Turkey. These 

feelings have escalated along with the political and economic instability that took place in Turkey 

either because of the Turkish relations with the Arabs or because of Turkish military coups. As a 

result, Turkey saw its relations with the Arab countries from a different angle. Çevik Bir, the former 

Deputy Chief of Staff stated: “The Middle East is fast on its way to becoming the principal generator 

of these threats. This opens new vistas for the Israeli-Turkish relationship, as a counterweight to 

the menace of radical forces” (Bir & Sherman, 2012, p. 23-32).  

Despite the Turkish frustration about the Arabs and the increased anti-Arab feelings inside Turkey, 

the Palestinian cause continued to be important for Turkey. In fact, there is always a distinction 

between the Arab world and the Palestinian cause. The Turkish people can get angry with the Arab 

countries in general, but the Palestinian cause is always treated differently (Akgünay, 2016). 

Within this context, Turkey actively supported the Palestinian-Israeli Peace Process in the Madrid 

Conference of 1991 and the Oslo agreement of 1993. According to Alexander Murinso: “From the 
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beginning of the Peace Process at the Madrid Conference in 1991 especially following the Oslo 

Accords of 1993, Turkey advocated an even-handed approach to the resolution of the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict” (Murinson, 2010, p. 122).  

In fact, the Palestinian-Israeli peace process created a context in which Turkey could easily 

strengthen its relations with Israel without provoking a rupture in its dealings with the Arab 

countries and the PLO. The new improvement in the Turkish-Israeli relations occurred while most 

of the Arab countries, including the PLO, signed peace agreements with Israel. This factor coupled 

with other factors which will be mentioned later, pushed the Turkish-Israeli relations to its peak, 

in comparison with the previous relationship (before the 1990’s). For instance, the Turkish-Israeli 

relations were upgraded from Legation to full Embassy. Ambassadors were exchanged in 1991. 

Following this decision, the relations between both states have entered a new phase of strategic 

cooperation (Akgünay, 2016).  

After the visit of Ismail Hakki Karadayi, the then Turkish Army’s Chief of Staff, who went to Israel 

in February 1997, high-level exchange visits followed. These visits started with David Levy, the then 

Israeli Foreign Minister who visited Ankara on 8-9th April in the same year. Additionally, Turhan 

Tayan, the former Turkish Defense Minister, visited Israel on 4-6 May. In October, Amnon Lipkin-

Shahak, the then Israeli Chief of the General Staff visited Turkey. In addition, the visit of Mesut 

Yilmaz, the then Turkish Prime Minister to Israel, followed in September 1998 and Demirel, the 

then Turkish President went to Israel in 1999. From the Israeli side, in June 1996, October 1998, 

and September 1999 there has been several official visits to Turkey by the then Israeli President 

Ezer Weizman. These official visits were also followed by other visits from the former Defense 

Minister Yitzhak Mordechai and the former Prime Minister Ehud Barak in October and November 

1999 (Hazbay, 2004).  

The Turkish-Israeli visits were strategic and productive. As a result of these intense meetings, Israel 

and Turkey have signed various military cooperation agreements including: 

“A September 1995 memorandum of understanding that entailed the training of Turkish 

pilots by the Israeli air force against anti-aircraft missile systems and Turkish permission for 

Israeli pilots to conduct maneuvers in Turkish air space; a February 1996 military cooperation 
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agreement outlining plans to exchange personnel and conduct joint training exercises; and 

an August 1996 military-industrial cooperation agreement on military modernization and 

arms trade. In 1996, they also signed agreements to cooperate in counterterrorism and 

intelligence gathering and sharing. The contents of these agreements were mostly kept 

confidential and protected by a security and secrecy pact signed in May 1994. In January 

1998, military cooperation spread to operations, with the first joint exercise in the 

Mediterranean, Operation Reliant Mermaid” (Kanat, 2013).  

Additionally, Turkey and Israel expanded the scope of their cooperation in the economic field. 

They signed the free trade agreement (FTA) in May 1995  which removed the tariff barriers 

between the two countries. Accordingly, the Turkish imports from Israel increased up to $ 505 

million during the year 2000 compared with $ 192 million in 1996. The same occurred to the 

Turkish exports to Israel which increased up to $ 650 million during the year 2000 instead of $ 254 

million in 1996 (Turkstat, 2016a). The free trade agreement offered Turkey an entry into the 

American market. The US accepted that Turkish products could be integrated by 35% within the 

Israeli inputs entering the US market tax-free (Punsmann, 2011). 

Turkey’s security establishment 

During the 1990s, unlike the traditional Western powers, Israel appeared a very useful partner for 

Turkey in its difficult time. This was because Turkey faced many challenges either internally from 

the struggle with the PKK on its borders or externally from the Western powers - the criticism of 

the West had increased in regards to the human rights record in Turkey, in particular with regard 

to the Kurdish issue - and the Armenian lobbies. According to Amikam Nachmani: “With Turkey 

encircled by hostile parties, it is a vital Turkish national interest to cooperate with Israel. Israel 

relieves Turkey’s isolation and fields an American lobby that counter-balances the Greek and 

Armenian lobbies” (Nachmani, 1998, p. 19-29).  

Following these challenges, Turkey has faced difficulties in obtaining Western technology and 

military equipment for its military modernisation program. Allying with Israel helped Turkey 

achieve military supremacy in the region. Israel provided the necessary support for Turkey in its 

conflict with the PKK without any strings attached. As Efraim Inbar argued on the importance of 
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Israel in establishing the Turkish defence: “Turkey benefited from the ability to purchase advanced 

weaponry from Israel that the United States and/or other Western states were reluctant to sell it 

directly. The transfer of military technology has become increasingly important to the Turkish 

military-industrial establishment” (Inbar, 2005, p. 592-594). Besides this aspect, Turkey needed 

the Israel lobby to stand against the activities of the Armenian and Kurdish lobbying groups in the 

US. Conversely, the Israeli defence industry found a huge market to sell their weapons. 

Furthermore, the military projects between Turkey and Israel started effectively in 1996. The 

support of the Israeli army was considered a major help for Turkey to obtain high technology 

weapons. Following this military co-operation, Israel modernised the Turkish force including the 

Turkish Phantom F-4s, Popeye missiles and the Turkish M-60 tanks. Additionally, Israel offered to 

sell Turkey the KC-135 tanker flights which the US had already decided not to sell to Turkey. Many 

other electronic systems have been sold to Turkey including “unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), 

radars, Delilah anti-radar drones, EHUD debriefing systems and Popeye advanced guided 

weapons” (Inbar, 2005, p. 592-594).  

Indeed, I would argue that the Israeli support in modernising the Turkish defence and the 

capabilities of the Turkish army did not come out of the blue. Israel had various objectives behind 

this support. First of all, Israel undoubtedly pursued deeper relations with Turkey. This is because 

allying with a non-Arab and Muslim state would serve the Israeli interests. Turkey was and still is 

a huge market for the Israeli products, high-tech products in particular (Tokbay, 2013, p. 12-13). 

Secondly, Israel’s strengthened security cooperation with Turkey also aimed to counter the Iran-

Syria axis in the region, which has been considered as an external threat for both states. 

Furthermore, Kanat argued that the security cooperation between Turkey and Israeli was not 

limited to counter the common enemies (Iran and Syria), but it also: 

“Provided an anchor in the Western world and a forceful opposition to the Islamist threat. In 

fact, some in the Turkish state establishment thought relations with Israel would guarantee 

secularism in Turkey and act as a source of legitimacy for military intervention in politics. 

Thus, any questioning of Turkish-Israeli relations was considered an attack on the secular 
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nature of the Turkish Republic. The military’s approach of identifying the partnership with 

Israel as a symbol of secularism” (Kanat, 2013).  

Thirdly, Israel wanted to weaken the PKK because the PKK had strong ties with Israel’s enemies 

including the Syrian regime and the PLO during the 1980s and 1990s (Bengio, 2016). Lastly, the 

military alliance with Turkey would improve the capacity of the Israeli army. This is because Turkey 

enjoys a huge airspace where the Israeli combat pilots can train and do more military exercises in 

long distance attacks. Michael Eisenstadt pointed out: 

“The air force training exchange agreement calls for Israeli aircraft to train in Turkey four 

times a year. During the first visit, eight Israeli F-16 fighters spent a week at Akinci airbase 

near Ankara. Such visits are mutually beneficial. They enable the Israelis to gain experience 

flying long-range missions over mountainous areas, and provide greater opportunities for 

overland training than are available in a small country like Israel. This enables pilots to refine 

their competitive skills since it is much harder for pilots to visually identify enemy aircraft over 

land than over water” (Eisenstadt, 1997). 

The second Intifada (Al-Aqsa Intifada) 

After the collapse of the Palestinian-Israeli peace process, despite a long time of negotiations, the 

wind of the Palestinian uprising started again. The latter started when Ariel Sharon, the then Israeli 

Prime Minster went on an intentionally provocative visit to Al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem -the third 

holiest site in Islam- on 28th September 2000. Sharon used this visit in order to confirm Israeli 

sovereignty over Jerusalem. As a result of this visit, the second Intifada broke out in Jerusalem and 

spread quickly across the whole of Palestine. All Palestinian forces participated in the al-Aqsa 

Intifada, including the ruling party (Fatah). This Intifada was an expression of deep disappointment 

and frustration by the Palestinians over Israel’s non-commitment to implement the conditions of 

the Oslo accords, the increasing number of settlements, the dire socioeconomic situation of the 

Palestinians, and the Israeli occupation’s neglect of the core rights of the Palestinians. Within this 

context, the Intifada spread quickly across the whole of Palestine. What is more, the Arab street 

has been very much in support of the uprising. For instance, the population of the Gulf States 
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which hardly ever participates in any demonstration, actually took to the streets on several 

occasions to support the Palestinians’ rights.  

Following the Turkish efforts and initiatives to keep the Palestinian-Israeli process on track, Bülent 

Ecevit, the then Turkey’s Prime Minister sent a message through his deputy under-secretary Ali 

Tuygan to the Palestinian and Israeli leaders in order to encourage both of them to return to the 

negotiating table and stop the violence (Hürriyet Daily News, 2002). Besides, Turkey was actively 

involved in the Temporary International Presence in Hebron (TIPH), a civilian observer mission 

aimed at observing, reporting and monitoring the Hebron Agreement3 (Temporary International 

Presence in Hebron (TIPH), 2015).  Additionally, İsmail Cem, the then Turkish Foreign Minister was 

actively working to mediate in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The then Turkish President Süleyman 

Demirel was a member of the international fact-finding committee, which was founded in October 

2000, after the 2000 Sharm al-Shaikh summit. The committee was chaired by George G. Mitchell, 

the then US Senator and aimed to end the violence in the Occupied Territories (Amnesty, 2001).   

It is worth noting that Turkey’s official position in supporting the Palestinian cause represented a 

response to the concern of Turkish society:  

“A poll conducted in October 2000 showed that 71% of Turkish society has an interest in 

Palestinian affairs and 60 % demand a more active Turkish role in behalf of the Palestinian 

people. Another one conducted in November 2000 showed that 41 % are in favour of 

delivering Jerusalem to Palestinian rule, 29 percent proposed autonomous administration, 

and only 2 % favours Israeli rule over the city” (Aras, 2002, p. 57-59). 

At the height of tension in March 2002, Bülent Ecevit strongly criticised the imposed siege on 

Yasser Arafat, the former Palestinian president, and the Battle of Jenin, which took place in the 

Jenin refugee camp in 2002. Ecevit considered these violence actions against the Palestinians 

civilians as genocide. Ecevit said: “Not only Arafat, but all of the Palestinian state is being destroyed 

step by step. In front of the world’s eyes a genocide is being committed” (Asbarez, 2002). However, 

                                                           
3 The Hebron Agreement is a treaty signed in 1997 between the Palestinians and Israelis officials on the 
Temporary International Presence in the City of Hebron which is located in the West Bank (Mahler, 2016). 
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later he backed down (Aras, 2002, p. 57-59). Despite this statement, the traditional Turkish foreign 

policy kept a positive approach to the bilateral relations with Israel.  

 

2.5 Conclusion 

The contemporary Turkish-Palestinian-Israeli triangle clearly has its roots in the old days of the 

Ottoman Empire, especially under the reign of Sultan Abdülhamid II. Until 2002, Turkey followed 

Western prescriptions and guidelines in implementing its foreign policy. It also undertook efforts 

not to intervene in the Middle East political affairs. This was the main policy line, along with the 

idea that the state should be entirely separated from the Ottoman system, and should be based 

on secularism and nationalism.  

Indeed, Turkey turned a blind eye to its historical, ethnic, religious, and cultural links with the 

Middle East. In other words, Atatürk’s policy reinforced the alienation of the Turkish state from its 

neighbours. According to Yasin Aktay: 

“The traditional Turkish foreign relationships have been determined by the idea that all 

foreign actors, especially neighbouring countries, have bad feelings about or intentions 

toward Turkey. The perception has been that all neighbouring countries have planned either 

to cause a chaotic situation in Turkey or to undertake an invasion” (Aktay, 2010, p. 62). 

However, Turkey’s Palestinian relations were treated differently from the Turkish-Arab relations. 

This is because the evaluation of the Palestinian cause is in line with domestic politics, societal 

demands as well as historical and cultural bonds. 

Furthermore, the pragmatist approach is epitomised firstly by the Ottoman empire’s policy of 

avoiding nationalist questions, whilst simultaneously giving rights to Ottoman Jews to immigrate 

and settle in Palestine without concentration in one geographic place. Secondly, the Turkish 

recognition of Israel in 1949, was based on the idea that the Turks wanted to follow the Western 

bloc and enhance their European identity as well as to achieve their internal and external interests. 

After the recognition of Israel, Turkey maintained a balanced relationship with Israel, despite the 

cooling of relations in 1956 and 1981. In the 1990s, after the Oslo agreement, the Turkish-Israeli 
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relations reached a peak. This was because they were fighting a mutual enemy, the PKK. Besides, 

Turkey needed to modernise its army and military equipment. Therefore, this relationship was 

mostly security-based until 2002. According to Kilic Bugra Kanat: “Turkey’s relationship with Israel 

became more security-oriented. Although tourism and, more important, trade grew between the 

nations, their most significant and controversial areas of cooperation were in the military and 

intelligence realms” (Kanat, 2013). What deserves to be noticed is that Turkey’s support both at 

official and non-official level to the Palestinian cause was, in fact, limited and could not go much 

beyond the symbolic meaning. Despite various Turkish efforts and initiatives, traditional Turkish 

foreign policy could not challenge and stop Israeli violence and human rights violations in the 

occupied territories. 
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3.1 Introduction 

When following the modifications of the political landscape in Turkey, we find the word elite 

regularly repeated in both the civil and military context. This concept has indeed been associated, 

socially and politically, with the specific culture of that community and the ideology of the political 

system. Therefore, what are the political and social roles of these elites? Moreover, what are the 

main causes of the social and political conflict between them? These questions are among the 

most interesting topics that have occupied scholars who specialise in Turkish foreign policy, and 

several papers have been written with regard to these questions. 

The understanding of any state’s foreign policy requires the study of the main influential actors in 

that state, as well as other less visible actors such as shadow organisations. Throughout the history 

of Turkey, everyone who has governed the country has had an ongoing belief in the existence of 

the deep state (derin devlet),. As has been claimed by every ruling party in Turkey, the Deep State 

has been built up from different secret groups of the security forces,  working in the shadow, using 

violent or anti-democratic ways. These forces are seeking to manipulate the political system and 

exercise strict control to uphold secular, nationalist and corporatist interests. This concept has been 

generally spread widely within the Turkish culture by its political elites. 

As Turkish foreign policy is the core subject of my research, this chapter focuses on five important 

centres of power which have an influence on the Turkish system: the first one is “political Islam” 

represented by the Justice and Development Party (AKP), and the Gülen movement. Then we find 

Kemalism,  represented by the Republican People’s Party (CHP). Thirdly we have the Kurdish 

movement represented by the Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP), and the Kurdistan Workers’ Party 

(PKK). Fourthly comes the Turkish army. Lastly, the Nationalist Movement Party (MHP). Each of 

these movements will now be dealt with in turn, and explanation given as to their political 

evolutions, ideological orientations, the media which they operate, its role in policy-making 

process, as well as their attitudes towards the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. 
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3.2 Political Islam  

Despite the fact that the expression “political Islam” has been widely discussed and interpreted by 

many scholars, it can be reasonably agreed that this concept is based on using Islam as a religion 

to base and take decisions into the policy making process, and give a direction to the general 

structuring of society and governance. Of course, all political Islamic movements do not follow the 

same pattern. According to Muqtedar Khan: 

“Political, Islamic movements can be divided according to the means that they wish to employ 

in order to realise their first goal – the Islamic polity. I submit that there are two types, those 

who seek the Islamic polity through force and violence, even terrorism, and those who seek 

it through peaceful means including democratic processes. Those who use force are now 

widely referred to as Jihadis, and those who do not use force are identified by academia and 

media as Islamists” (Khan, 2014). 

The political Islamic movements in Turkey, including the AKP and Gülen movement, have its own 

type and characteristics of political Islam, which differ from other Muslim countries. Within this 

framework, Sambur pointed out:  

“The Turkish version of the political Islam is not the same as the Egyptian version. Although 

Islamist parties, organisations and movements could share some common characteristics, 

they also have their own distinctive qualities and identities. The movements of political Islam 

do not allow us to make certain generalisations, because of their particularities and 

distinctions” (Sambur, 2009, p. 119). 

3.2.1 The Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, AKP) 

After the dissolution of the Welfare Party (Refah Partisi, RP), its members were not prevented 

from taking further political action. They, thus, founded a new party called Virtue Party (Fazilet 

Partisi, FP). However, the Virtue Party followed the same fate as its predecessor. The 

Constitutional Court decided on 22nd June 2001 to close it as a result of a lawsuit filed by the 

Attorney General. Both the violation of the principles of secularism and its links with the Welfare 

Party were the reasons given to close the party (Akbulut, 2010).     
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The most salient point in the history of the Virtue Party was the internal mobility inside the party 

itself which resulted in the emergence of two wings including traditionalists and modernists 

(Drechselova, 2011). As a result of this movement, the traditional wing, Felicity Party (Saadet 

Partisi, SP), was founded and led by Recai Kutan, and the modernist wing, the Justice and 

Development Party (AKP), was founded and was led by Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. Erdoğan was the 

former head of the Istanbul municipality. He had already been sentenced to a ten-month 

imprisonment due to “inciting hatred based on religious differences” in a poem in 1998 (Fradkin & 

Libby, 2013). After a decision issued by the Constitutional Court for a new amnesty, he was allowed 

to return to political life. The choice for Erdoğan to lead the AKP was arrived at for several reasons. 

He was actively involved in political and social circles in Turkey and had achieved various positive 

actions at the time of his presidency of the Istanbul Municipality in the period 1994-1999. In 

addition, he is a charismatic leader. 

On 14th August 2001, the founding congress of the AKP, which was led by Erdoğan, and his 

companion Abdullah Gül, was launched with the slogan “work for all Turkey and support all the 

different segments of society” (Rethink, 2015, p. 99-100). The founding members of the AKP 

totalled 63 members including 13 women and many personalities from the Virtue Party and other 

parties (Quds Press, 2015). The party was able to increase its popularity quickly. Additionally, the 

Turkish people believed in AKP’s potential to demonstrate compatibility between Islam and 

democracy in Turkish society. Within one year, the AKP was able to build an extensive national 

network as well as to open different branches of the party in most of Turkey. Therefore, the AKP 

won the general election in 2002, just one year after it was founded. 

Many interpretations have been given regarding the AKP’s quick ascent, including that the AKP was 

a product of an unending conflict between the secular nature of modern Turkey and Islamist 

political movements. Insel linked the cause of the party’s establishment to the internal political 

vacuum in Turkey. This vacuum resulted from the weakness of the previous right-wing parties. This 

weakness had led gradually in the 1990s to a loss of confidence by the Turkish people. Insel 

considered the AKP as a “child of the people, who has risen from the bottom among the public” 

and because of this, the party enjoyed enormous success in the election compared with the other 

Turkish parties (Yaman, 2012, p. 22).  
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Bilal Sambur discussed the quick rise of AKP in Turkey from two broad aspects. The first one gives 

details of how the internal Turkish factors including the failure of the Kemalist establishment, the 

social and individual discovery of religiosity, the development of civic and religious life, have 

contributed to attract much more voters in favour of the AKP. The second explains the impact of 

some external factors including globalisation and the EU-Turkey relations, as well as the rise of a 

conservative businessmen class in Anatolia in favour of the AKP. However, despite the importance 

of these factors, Sambur asserted that: “The Erdoğan factor is the key for the existence of AKP. The 

charismatic personality of Erdoğan is its real power. Without Erdoğan, the AKP is like a body without 

soul” (Sambur, 2009, p. 121).   

Political evolution 

The party’s electoral experiment began on 3rd November 2002. The AKP won 34.3% of the votes 

and 363 parliamentary seats in this election. This election proved the party’s superiority over all 

the existing political currents including the Kemalists and nationalists. The local elections on 28th 

March 2004, was another test for the party. The AKP succeeded in taking the first place in this 

election by gaining 42% of the votes (Global Security, 2013). In the 2007 elections, the party won 

46.6% of the votes and 341 seats. In September 2010, the AKP was able to get the majority over a 

referendum on constitutional amendments, 58% were in favour, and 42% were against. On 13th 

June 2011, the party won a landslide victory in the legislative elections: 50.2% of the votes. 

Furthermore, after a remarkable passage at the presidency of the party and the government, 

Recep Tayyip Erdoğan succeeded in becoming president in the first round of the Turkish 

presidential election held on 10th August 2014. This was the first presidential election by direct 

popular vote. 

On June 2015, the AKP’s popularity declined in the parliamentary elections, and it won just 40.86%. 

This meant that the party had no majority to form a government on its own. After the failure of all 

negotiations to form a coalition government, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan called for 

early elections on 1st November 2015. As a result of this election, the AKP won the first place with 

49.58% of the votes and got 316 seats, which authorised the party to form the government without 

any help from the opposition (Hürriyet Daily News, 2015f). 
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AKP in power  

Indeed, there is no doubt that the AKP’s foundation has constituted a real paradox. Despite the 

inner power struggles in Turkey and the attempts undertaken either by the opposition parties or 

by influential groups to confront AKP’s governance, the AKP has since 2002 won three 

parliamentary elections with notable progress in each election including two local elections, two 

referenda, and the presidential election. Additionally, the AKP played a significant role in 

transforming Turkey into one of the central actors in international politics and global political 

economy. Turkey under the leadership of the AKP has undergone significant internal and external 

changes. These changes were obvious in enhancing peace and dialogue effectively with the Kurdish 

issue until the end of the ceasefire in 2015, improving the Turkish relations with its neighbours, 

following AKP’s policy of zero problems. Additionally, it took the role of mediator in the Turkish-

Israeli and Syrian-Israeli conflict, played a role in an inter-civilizational and interreligious dialogue, 

as well as starting an economic improvement package to revitalise the Turkish economy. 

Furthermore, the AKP took advantage of the old desire of the Turkish people for accession to the 

European Union and has worked further on it. To achieve that, Turkey needed to meet the 

standards of Copenhagen criteria to start on the EU negotiations. The first of these standards was 

to reduce the political influence of the army. Of course, the Kemalist and secularists could not 

oppose Erdoğan on his way towards the European Dream which was a national demand. It was 

also a popular request to improve the economic well-being of the nation. Therefore, since 2002, 

the AKP took serious, precise and accurate steps towards the restructuring of institutions in Turkey 

and its constitution in order to fit in with the Copenhagen criteria towards the consolidation of 

democratic values and the upgrade of the rule of law. This is why Erdoğan began a democratic 

campaign against the usual military interventions into political life (Paul, 2015).  

The AKP generated strong scepticism and fear among the Turkish secular elites regarding their 

power dominance and the future of the secular constitutional regime (Keyman, 2010, p. 314-315). 

This fear has been escalating when Turkey intervened in the Arab Spring and abandoned its zero 

problems policy. As a consequence of the Arab Spring’s miscalculation, Turkey suffered harshly 

from chaos, terror and violence. This chaos was internally quite apparent in the parliamentary 
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elections’ result in 2015 and the increase of political polarisation in Turkey. Furthermore, taking a 

significant role in the Arab Spring was one of the new turns in Turkish foreign policy in recent 

years. After nearly ten years of political stability under the rule of the AKP, Turkey lost most of its 

lucrative economic ties with the region and started to experience a crisis in its dealings with several 

regional countries. Significantly, Turkey moved from its core policy of zero problems with 

neighbours to being more isolated, having fewer friends among its neighbours and suffering more 

enemies. However, in the middle of 2016, Turkey attempted to reposition its foreign policy 

through restoring its zero problems policy with its neighbours. This change happened due to 

various internal and external factors. These factors will be largely discussed in CH 6 and 7. 

Ideological orientation 

This party represents a moderate Islamic wing in Turkey and is keen not to portray itself as an 

Islamist party. Erdoğan said: “We are not an Islamic party, and we also refuse labels such as 

Muslim-democrat. The AKP is not just a local party, but it is a global model which will prove to the 

world that Islam and democracy can meet together and not wrestle” (Taşpınar, 2012). Following 

the analysis of Taşpınar, who is mentioned above in the theoretical framework, the AKP has 

adopted the vision of neo-Ottomanism to govern the state. 

The AKP asserts in its literature that it is a political party which respects the Turkish laws, and works 

to uphold the Turkish nation as a single entity, by maintaining the religious, cultural and intellectual 

diversity of all the country’s citizens. Furthermore, as the party claimed, it rejected all forms of 

discrimination and sought to uphold the respect of the political rights of all people in the 

framework of a pluralistic democratic system which allows freedom of expression. The AKP gave 

particular importance to the concept of the social state and believed that people are the primary 

source of economic development. The AKP believed that they could achieve these objectives 

through a new political dynamism which would lead to economic developments. Additionally, 

through a better distribution of income, it could eradicate poverty and provide a platform for social 

peace (Rabasa & Larrabee, 2008).   

Indeed, AKP’s stand was not only distant from the leadership of the Virtue Party but also from its 

old conservative ideology. It differentiated itself from the previous Islamic parties by suggesting 
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that it was being transformed into a moderate party instead of a radical one. Yilmaz pointed out: 

“The AKP is a successful example showing that political participation and the opportunities 

available for the Islamist parties can generate political change, resulting in the transformation of 

Islamism to non-Islamism in the Turkish context” (Yilmaz, 2009, p. 97-98). The party located itself 

at the centre of the Turkish political circle as well as gaining membership of various international 

and regional political societies. This was done through a reform-based political agenda in the areas 

of European integration, proactive foreign policy, economic development, and democratic 

government. 

After the Islamists’ experience in Turkey, the AKP developed its political vision. The AKP stands for 

democracy, national will, people power, and economic development rather than simply an ideology 

based on Islamism. According to Ihsan Dagi: “The party’s leaders remain individually committed to 

Islam as a religion but refrain from developing an Islamist agenda” (Dagi, 2008). Reflecting on these 

transformations, the AKP won approval in October 2005 to commence accession negotiations with 

the EU after Turkey had sufficiently met the Copenhagen political criteria, under an AKP 

government. 

Islamising the Turkish foreign policy 

Since the AKP came to power in 2002, many discussions have arisen inside and outside Turkey to 

decide whether the AKP policy was aimed at Islamising Turkish foreign policy, the Turkish political 

system and the Turkish Republic. Similarly, did the AKP seek to dismantle the secular foundations 

of the political regime? Within this context, the AKP faced stiff internal opposition to its policies 

either by the Kemalists or by the Gülen movement (especially after the end of their alliance) 

including the controversial E-memorandum of the army in April 2007, the Republic Rallies protest 

in May 2007, the closure case in March 2008, the Ergenekon controversy in 2010, the Gezi Park 

protests in 2013 and the attempted coup in 2016. However, the AKP denied these claims and 

asserted that the party aimed at pursuing harmonic politics and making alliances with some of the 

other internal political parties, and some regional and international alliances in order to enhance 

democracy.  
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The AKP has used its efforts over the European Union accession, as well as the party’s mediating 

role in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and the Syrian-Israeli conflict as a proof of the party’s 

willingness to integrate within the regional and international community. Abdullah Gül explained 

the current ideological orientation of the AKP and said:  

“We have nothing to hide, and people voted for us, and they know who we are, and we do 

not deny that we are Muslims, committed to our religion, as of millions of Turks in this 

country. We cannot deny that we were once part of a party that had Islamic orientation, but 

we announced publicly that we had developed our thoughts when we learned from the 

experiences that we went through. Additionally, we practised self-criticism of our journey and 

our thoughts, which has already been translated in our new party which wanted to be a 

conservative party that defends the core values in our society” (MacLean, 2014). 

Of course, it can be argued that the AKP has used Islamic discourse and slogans during their ruling 

period, but this does not mean that the AKP intends to Islamise the Turkish Republic. Again, the 

Islamic background of the AKP elites may contribute to change the previous Kemalist discourse, 

but this change is not related to changing the constitution. In fact, this kind of claim is very 

superficial in its analysis. Moreover, after İsmail Kahraman, an AKP’s member of parliament, spoke 

on 25th April 2016 to say that the principle of secularism “must be removed” from the Turkish 

constitution, Erdoğan directly defended the idea of secularism on the new constitution debate and 

declared that Kahraman’ statement represented only his own “opinion” on the new constitution 

debate. Erdoğan emphasised further that “secularism was the idea that the state maintained an 

equal distance from all belief groups” (Hürriyet Daily News, 2016b). 

The media  

Journalism in Turkey began to see the light with the launch of Takvim-i Vekayi, the first Ottoman 

newspaper which was published during the era of Sultan Mahmud II. This newspaper was 

published on the condition it would not interfere with state affairs (Karateke, 2015). Later, on 1st 

May 1964, the Turkish Radio and Television Broadcasting (Türkiye Radyo ve Televizyon Kurumu, 

TRT) was established. 
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Journalism in Turkey has never been independent and free from political pressures. Therefore, the 

press freedom in Turkey has indeed suffered greatly in the past decades for many reasons. The 

problems of Turkey’s press freedom are the product of many factors, including the country’s 

history, legal traditions and the state dominance over the media. Internally, the Turkish media 

model is mostly pluralist, but even so, the media outlets often operate on political or ideological 

affiliation. As Taha Ozhan stated: “The media sector relationship with the government is not the 

only problem which Turkey faces today. The media establishment, media bosses and journalists are 

shaped by their ideological tendencies, as well as the government's positions” (Özhan, 2013). The 

journalists, as well as media leaders in Turkey, have apparent ties and affiliations to certain political 

parties or influential groups. These heightened ideological differences and polarisation have led to 

blatant media wars throughout the past decades and have plunged the freedom of the press in 

serious trouble. 

Furthermore, the media have also suffered from internal problems including editorial hegemony 

which prevails in the main media outlets: news items are overruled by the decisions of editor-in-

chiefs who take hints from the press owners (Barış, 2010). Similarly, the rights of young writers 

and reporters are not protected. Those journalists and media who are committed to truthful 

reporting, face dire consequences and suffer from risky work incidents and extensive and 

systematic legal pursuits while the state justifies its actions in the name of democratisation.  

Despite that, the Turkish media scene is quite diverse since approximately 3,100 newspapers are 

found in Turkey, including some 180 national papers. Following the media integrity report in 

Turkey which was written by Asli Tunç: 

“The total circulation of national daily newspapers is 4,304,906 copies. The broadcasting 

scene also seems diverse. According to the 2014 data of the Radio and Television Supreme 

Council (Radyo ve Televizyon Üst Kurulu, RTÜK), there are 23 national, 17 regional and 205 

local television stations, and 38 national, 100 regional and 921 local radio channels in Turkey” 

(Tunç, 2015, p. 1).  

Furthermore, the Turkish media is heavily dominated by large multi-sectoral groups such as Dogan 

Group, Turkuvaz, Ciner Group, Çukurova Group, Doguş Group, and Feza Group. These groups own 
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different media outlets such as newspapers, radio, TV, cinema, telecommunications, digital media, 

and media organisations agencies (Kaymas, 2011). For instance, Istanbul and Ankara where the 

headquarters of all the national newspapers and broadcasting companies are to be found, are the 

main media centres of Turkey. Among the national dailies, the average daily sales of the major 

papers are: Zaman (800,000), Posta (510,000), Hürriyet (450,000), Sabah (350,000), Milliyet 

(250,000), and Haber Türk (210,000) which are the major ones (Barış, 2010). 

The atmosphere changed after the AKP won the parliamentary elections in 2007.  Erdoğan, in his 

second term as prime minister, took greater control of state institutions. In the meantime, Turkey 

was being seen very negatively in the global media. Besides, the AKP was accused of increasing its 

authority and silencing the critical media, putting unprecedented pressures on many journalists 

and media who were subjected to incarceration, intimidation, and assault. According to the 2014 

Reporters Without Borders’ (RSF) press freedom index, Turkey was ranked at a low 154th place 

among 180 countries. Also, the US-based Freedom House report lists Turkey among the Not-Free 

countries. 

By contrast, Mehmet Solmaz, a Turkish-British journalist saw the Turkish media from another 

perspective. Solmaz wondered in his article The other side of the coin in Turkish media:  

“How many of the countries above the rank 154 in the RSF index would allow for front-page 

headlines like “May this government of murder be toppled?” How likely are you to see “Palace 

gone mental” splashed over the covers of newspapers in Morocco or Kuwait, for example? 

What would happen in France if mainstream newspapers or journalists seriously accused 

President Hollande of masterminding the Paris terror attacks?” (Solmaz, 2015). 

Solmaz continued:  

“The Freedom House brands Israel as a country with a free press, without taking into account 

how Palestinian journalists in the occupied West Bank or the besieged Gaza Strip are treated, 

nor how difficult it is for some foreign journalists to cover the conflict. Regardless of what 

one may think of media freedoms in Turkey, one should not take such reports as balanced or 

at face value” (Solmaz, 2015). 
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The AKP has used tax policies and other state agencies to silence criticism from the media, 

including seizing the institutions and altering the ownership in favour of a more pro-government 

one. Ahmet Şιk, the author of the Journalism Under Siege report, has described the way that the 

AKP has captured the media institutions and transformed its ownership: 

“Media institutions that were seized as a result of allegations of impropriety have been sold 

to pro-AKP business groups at well under their market value. The state-run Savings Deposit 

Insurance Fund (Tasarruf Mevduatı Sigorta Fonu, TMSF) has played a pivotal role in the 

transformation of the structure of media ownership. One of the duties of the TMSF is to 

collect debts owed to banks and other financial institutions, with the power to seize and sell 

the assets of institutions unable to cover their debts. The government seized the assets of 

many banks that collapsed during the economic crisis of 2001 just before the AKP came to 

power. Some of these banks had taken ownership of several media groups from the 1990s 

onwards. Each of these media institutions was subsequently sold to so-called crony business 

groups, giving the TMSF an important role to play in shaping the media sector” (Şιk, 2016, 

p.11). 

Accordingly, in 2008, the AKP was able to seize the daily newspaper Sabah and ATV (a nationwide 

TV channel). Steven M. Ellis in his special report Democracy at Risk asserted that: 

“Turkey’s Savings and Deposit Insurance Fund (TMSF) in 2008 seized daily newspaper Sabah 

and broadcaster ATV from Ciner to cover the company’s debts which were one of the largest 

circulated dailies in the state. In the meantime, the editor of Sabah and many columnists 

were fired. A company headed by Erdoğan’s son-in-law later purchased both outlets in a deal 

subsidised by funding from state banks. The following year, the government sought 4.8 billion 

liras (approximately € 2.3 billion) in back taxes, fines, and interest from Dogan Holding, owner 

of the country’s largest media group which is a prominent member of the Turkish Industry 

and Business Association (TÜSİAD). The amount was reportedly greater than the company’s 

value, and the move widely viewed as retribution for reports in Doğan-owned newspapers on 

alleged links between the AKP and a fraud scandal at a Turkish charity in Germany. Courts 
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overturned many of the fines, and Doğan settled in 2011, agreeing to pay 1.2 billion lira and 

selling major newspapers Milliyet and Vatan, and broadcaster Star TV” (Ellis, 2015). 

The AKP has also seized OdaTV. OdaTV is a Turkish news website. It was founded in 2007 by Soner 

Yalçn and Cüneyt Özdemir; Özdemir soon left after a difference of opinion. In February 2011, after 

the news website OdaTV criticised the coup plans investigations, the Turkish government accused 

it of using the media to support the Ergenekon controversy (Ellis, 2015). The 2011 report of 

Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), based on the OdaTV case, found that 

the Turkish police have detained 54 journalists.  

Furthermore, there were the leaked recordings between Erdoğan and the former Turkish Justice 

Minister Sadullah Ergin in July 2013. Ergin was replaced later because of a corruption case. In their 

conversation, Erdoğan emphasised the importance to provide heavy sanctions on the Turkish 

media group (Doğan) in the judicial court (Gursel, 2014). However, after the attempted coup in 

July 2016, the prosecutor in Ankara accused Sadullah Ergin besides other three former AKP 

ministers “of being linked to the Gülen movement as well as laying the groundwork for a coup 

attempt” (Turkish Minute, 2016).   

To sum up, the Turkish government misused the Article 301 of the penal code, which prescribes 

prison terms from six months up to two years for the denigration of the Turkish nation. This Article 

has been used to punish journalists who criticised harshly the government. Also, in the 2014 Law 

Amendment, the National Intelligence Organization (Millî İstihbarat Teşkilatı, MİT) gained much 

more power including the ability to access any personal data without a court order, and journalists 

can face up to nine years in jail for publishing information from leaked intelligence material. The 

analyses mentioned above provide the reasons behind the limited freedom of the Turkish media. 

Additionally, history shows us that those in power in Turkey view the free media not as a tool for 

democracy, but as a threat that must be eliminated. The Turkish government has defined the 

media as being with us or against us. 

The pro-AKP media 

The Pro-AKP media are those directly under the control of the government or of business owners 

aligned with the party, such as Sabah which is the mainstream daily newspaper published in 
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broadsheet format since 22nd April 1985, and owned by Ahmet Çalk on behalf of the Turkuvaz 

Media Group. In addition, ATV is a nationwide TV channel in Turkey owned by Kalyon Group, the 

newspaper daily Takvim, the sports daily Fotomaç and the most outstanding regional newspaper 

- Yeni Asr which belong to the Turkuvaz Group. There is also Yeni Şafak which is owned by the 

Albayrak business group (Lesage, 2016a). 

 

3.2.2 The Gülen movement/ the Service movement/ FETÖ/ the parallel state   

This is an Islamist group aligned with the Sufi movement. It emerged from neo-Nur reading circles 

of the Nurcu movement which has been founded by Said Nursî. The movement is known in Turkey 

as Hizmet or service. The formation of the first nucleus occurred in 1970, in Izmir, by Fethullah 

Gülen, before it expanded to become a well-organised movement with followers inside and 

outside Turkey (Akyol, 2014). Later on, the movement’s members began gradually controlling the 

government institutions including the law enforcement institutions, the judiciary, and revenue 

organisations. What is more, the movement did not only develop in the current domestic policy 

(Turkey’s socio-structural development), but it also built an excellent base within Turkish-Muslim 

Diaspora (Seufert, 2014, p. 5-25).  

Fethullah Gülen is an influential figure in and outside Turkey. He has written different books, 

translated into different languages. Most of Gülen’s books focus on mysticism in Islam, the 

meaning of religiosity, and the challenges facing Islam. Gülen lives in the US state of Pennsylvania, 

in self-imposed exile, where he presides over an enormous informal network of schools, research 

centres, companies and the media over the five continents. He has different tricks including a soft-

spoken discourse, by which he can make his supporters feel very special. He has the ability to 

captivate people around him as a spiritual leader. According to Michael A. Reynolds, an Associate 

Professor in Princeton University’s Department of Near Eastern Studies: 

“Members spoke of him (Gülen) with reverence and affection calling him “Master Teacher” 

(Hocaefendi). It was his personality much more than simply his ideas that had attracted and 

motivated so many. Given the central role of Gülen, the movement has often been described 
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as a “cult.” Some of Gülen’s followers believe that the Hocaefendi is also the Mahdi, or 

messiah-like figure in Islam who will come at the end of time” (Reynolds, 2016, p. 9). 

Ideological orientation 

The Gülen movement has a special openness towards the West and Israel. It encourages, primarily, 

modern education by establishing schools at all levels both inside and outside Turkey. Gülen and 

his supporters have established nearly a hundred independent school in the US, and the 

movement has gained strong momentum in Europe since the first of the Gülen schools founded in 

Stuttgart in Germany in 1995. Besides, the movement promotes the establishment of economic, 

media, medical, cultural, and relief organisations which have been deemed one of the best way to 

prepare leaders. These leaders are to become the backbone of the official and non-official 

institutions in Turkey as well as a major element in shaping the state’s policy (Balci, 2014). Despite 

the fact that such activities are important in the society as well as the clear interests of the Gülen 

movement in education, we have to ask the question “what are the reasons behind all this ?” My 

answer would be: to gain or consolidate more political power for the future. Of course, it can also 

be argued that the movement’s main efforts lie in secularising Islam, and provide another 

perspective than that of Turkey being an “Islamic country”. 

In order to better understand the movement’s objectives, one should read the speech given by 

Gülen in 1999: 

“You must move in the arteries of the system without anyone noticing your existence until 

you reach all the power centres. Until the conditions are ripe, they [the followers] must 

continue like this. If they do something prematurely, the world will crush our heads, and 

Muslims will suffer everywhere, like in the tragedies in Algeria, like in 1982 [in] Syria, like in 

the yearly disasters and tragedies in Egypt. The time is not yet right. You must wait for the 

time when you are complete, and conditions are ripe until we can shoulder the entire world 

and carry it. You must wait until such time as you have gotten all the state power until you 

have brought to your side all the power of the constitutional institutions in Turkey. Now, I 

have expressed my feelings and thoughts to you all—in confidence. Trusting your loyalty and 
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secrecy. I know that when you leave here, just as you discard your empty juice boxes, you 

must discard the thoughts and the feelings that I expressed here” (Tittensor, 2014, p. 78).  

As a result of this speech and multiple other readings, the movement’s principles can be 

summarised as follows (Kortmann & Rosenow-Williams, 2013; Pew Research Center, 2010):  

 This mystical movement adopts the idea of spiritual Islam and believes that through 

this idea it can penetrate the social sphere. This will be the foundation stone to political 

empowerment. 

 Disarming the problem of religious hostility in the Arab and Muslim world for the West, 

the Zionist project and disseminating the concept of normalisation. 

 Focusing on the empowerment stage everywhere including inside and outside Turkey. 

This will serve the movement in future to control all sectors of the Turkish state. Such 

a principle has already been apparent in the huge Gülenists networks and the Gülenist 

propaganda machine that has spread in the Western capitals. 

 After the end of the alliance with the AKP, the movement focused on toppling the AKP 

government by various actions and means. 

 Presenting itself as an advocacy group raised under the slogan of political Islam.  

 Secrecy and Patience are the most important rules in the work of the movement.  

Erdoğan and Fethullah Gülen end the end of partnership 

The alliance between Erdoğan and Gülen lasted several years while the fight against the hardline 

secular forces went on. However, after the decline of the military intervention in the Turkish 

political system, and the demise of the common enemy which brought about their relationship, 

there was a major turn around in the relations between the Gülen movement and the AKP, from 

alliance to enmity. Kadri Gursel explained the basic disagreement between Erdoğan and Gülen: 

“The alliance of convenience between Erdoğan and Gülen eventually became an increasingly 

venomous power struggle. Gülenists wanted a bigger share of state governance, but Erdoğan 

adamantly refused” (Gursel, 2016). From this point onwards, on top of the power struggle between 

the AKP and the secularists, Gülen joined the ongoing conflict as a new enemy for the AKP. 
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However, many factors had previously produced deep cracks between the AKP and the Gülen 

movement including:  

 Sledgehammer Operation and the Ergenekon controversy (Aljazeera, 2010; Arab Center 

for Research & Policy Studies, 2014; Rodrik, 2011): The first domestic conflict which ignited 

fire between Gülen and Erdoğan was when the AKP government organised exceptional 

courts to deal with the Sledgehammer Operation and Ergenekon controversy. In January 

2010, the Turkish daily Taraf got various CDs and voice recordings, as well as documents, 

from an unnamed person. The recordings included the operations of a military planning 

workshop held under Doğan’s command in March 2003. Besides, an operation called 

Sledgehammer was discovered which aimed to topple the AKP government. The 

prosecutors did not investigate well and accused directly, at that time, dozens of officers 

of attempting a military coup to depose the AKP government. The media played a major 

role in whipping up a frenzy against the defendants.  

Hundreds of military officers, members of the judiciary and tens of journalists who were 

close allies of Erdoğan had been illegally jailed under false accusations. In the first period, 

the AKP government had openly supported the prosecutions. However, the turning point 

occurred when the investigators began to turn against Erdoğan and the people in his circle. 

Erdoğan accused the Gülen movement of being behind the accusations. Hüseyin Gülerce, 

previously a columnist at Zaman asserted that Sledgehammer Operation and the 

Ergenekon controversy were not corruption investigations, but It was rather a declaration 

of war between the AKP and the Gülen movement (Daily Sabah, 2014). 

 The Mavi Marmara incident: under the coordination of the Turkish NGO Humanitarian 

Relief Foundation (İnsan Hak ve Hürriyetleri ve İnsani Yardım Vakfı, İHH), the Turkish Ship 

Mavi Marmara attempted to break the blockade of Gaza. However, on 31st May 2010, 

Israeli Special Forces attacked Mavi Marmara, and other participating vessels, while they 

were in international waters. During the Israeli attack, ten Turkish civilians were killed. At 

that time, Erdoğan was Prime Minister of Turkey, and he expelled the Israeli ambassador 

and froze the Israeli-Turkish political relations. Fethullah Gülen criticised the AKP 
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government of allowing the Mavi Marmara to sail into Gaza without obtaining permission 

from the Israeli government. He also considered the Mavi Marama “as an adventurist, 

risking a negative reaction from the US and further damaging relations with Israel” (Fuller, 

2014).  

 Hakan Fidan: Immediately after the event of Mavi Marmara, Erdoğan appointed Hakan 

Fidan as the head of MİT, replacing his predecessor (Emre Taner) who was accused of 

collaboration with the Israeli Mossad. Erdoğan considered Fidan to be the right man for 

difficult missions and the one who could counter the shadow organisations including the 

Gülen movement. However, the Gülen movement opposed the choice of Hakan Fidan and 

used all its resources to oust him. Besides, Israel had also opposed Fidan’s appointment. 

Amir Oren, a correspondent and columnist at the Israeli daily Haaretz, wrote: 

“In Israel there is concern that Fidan’s appointment will have a two-pronged effect: on 

the one hand, that exchange of intelligence between the two countries will be harmed, 

and on the other, that Israel will have to limit the transfer of information to Turkey, out 

of a concern that it may be passed on to enemy organizations or states” (Oren, 2010).  

Hakan Fidan, when he was a special adviser to Erdoğan, conducted multiple secret 

negotiations in the Norwegian capital Oslo with the leaders of the PKK. These joint secret 

talks, which have been publicly known as the Oslo talks in the period of 2009-2011, aimed 

to bring peace and an end to the armed conflict between the Turkish state and the PKK. 

However, the negotiations stopped after the PKK attacked and killed 13 soldiers 

near Diyarbakır in July 2011 (Hürriyet Daily News, 2014).  After this was revealed in the 

media, in February 2012, the Turkish prosecutor Sadriddine Sarikaya, called on Hakan 

Fidan to give an explanation of his secret meetings with the PKK leaders (Hürriyet Daily 

News, 2015a). This resulted in a crisis between the AKP and the Gülen movement, as 

Erdoğan saw that this inquiry was targeted directly against him. Therefore, the parliament 

passed a quick law which required the need for the prime minister’s permission to 

investigate any MİT official. This step was taken either to protect the top intelligence 

officials from judicial investigations or to protect the people who were behind the top 
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intelligence officials. Erdoğan pointed out: “They covered it with a veil of corruption to 

influence public opinion. Preoccupying the people’s attention with these corruption claims, 

they set up traps to take revenge on Diyarbakır, the Mavi Marmara, Oslo, Feb. 7 and 

Halkbank” (Hürriyet Daily News, 2014). 

 Taksim event: The conflict between the government and the Gülen movement reached its 

peak when Gülen implicitly supported the protests that took place in Taksim Square in June 

2013. The Taksim or Gezi Park event was a major outpouring of anger against the AKP’s big 

construction project. It started out this way but turned into a demand for more democracy. 

It was anger against the AKP authoritarian rule. Erdoğan talked about an international 

conspiracy to push Turkey into a state of chaos. Fethullah Gülen denounced the speech of 

Erdoğan when he described the protesters as anarchists. In the meantime, the media of 

the pro-Gülen movement such as Today’s Zaman had harshly criticised Erdoğan in the way 

his government was dealing with the events.  

 The Special preparatory schools: After the Taksim event, the government ordered the 

closure of private preparatory schools in which the Gülen movement had shares, in 

response to the group’s stance on the Taksim event. A large number of Turks depended 

more on these schools than on the government's institutions. This is because these special 

schools do not force the student to complete the state curriculum, and they rely on year-

end tests. Erdoğan considered these centres are harmful in two ways: firstly, they generate 

revenue for the Gülen movement. Secondly, they open various channels for recruitment. 

Gülen commented towards this decision: “They could even want to shut the gates of 

heaven. God bring fire to their houses” (Sezer, 2013). 

 The mixed housing within universities: The daily Zaman newspaper, which belongs to the 

Gülen movement, published the details of a closed internal meeting of the AKP, concerning 

the mixed housing in universities (Seibert, 2013). During the meeting, Erdoğan expressed 

his desire to prevent the mixed-gender housing: 

 “Insufficient dormitories create many problems. Female and male university students 

are staying in the same residence without being supervised. It is against our 
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conservative-democratic line. I gave instructions to the governor on the issue. They will 

in some way be inspected” (Baydar, 2013).  

The revelation caused a sensation in Turkey and resulted in sharp disagreement between 

Erdoğan and one of his closest advisers, Bülent Arinc. 

 Halk Bankasi bank: The bank which was considered the second biggest Turkish government 

bank, was accused by Western governments of being the main agent for making payments 

for the purchases of Iranian natural gas, which was under US and EU sanctions (Hurtado, 

Harvey & Finkel, 2016). Erdoğan dismissed these allegations and accused enemies of 

Turkey of trying to sabotage Halkbank: “Who are you helping to benefit by damaging this 

bank?” he asked (Yackley & Sezer, 2013). Fethullah Gülen was accused to have 

masterminded this conspiracy in order to topple the AKP government.  

 The attempted coup on 15th July 2016: A faction within the Turkish army planned to topple 

the AKP government, both President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and the state institutions. 

Erdoğan claimed that Fethullah Gülen was behind this coup. He said:  

“I call on the US and President Barack Obama. Dear Mr President, I told you this before. 

Either arrest Fethullah Gülen or return him to Turkey. You did not listen. I call on you 

again, after there was a coup attempt. Extradite this man from Pennsylvania to Turkey! 

If we are strategic partners or model partners, do what is necessary” (Yeginsu & Victor, 

2016).  

Fethullah Gülen has denied having any role in this coup. Gülen said: “I would comply if there were 

an extradition ruling” (Bodkin, Millward, Ensor & Rothwell, 2016). 

As a result of this ongoing power struggle between the AKP and the Gülen movement, the AKP 

government adopted harsh measures to terminate the Gülen movement’s power in different 

fields. They had purged suspected Gülenists from various governmental institutions, the judiciary 

and the police. They closed down their largest media and business operations including Today's 

Zaman. Moreover, Gülenist networks in the judiciary and police were also eliminated. Additionally, 



  110 
 

after the attempted coup in July 2016, the biggest state institution (the army) and also the 

universities have been under various purges.  

The Pro-Gülen Media  

The Pro-Gülen Media is very active in different languages including TV stations such as Samanyolu 

TV, Mehtap TV, the Turkish television station STV and Ebru TV. There are newspapers such as Zaman 

-Time in Turkish- which has been published in broadsheet format since 3rd November 1986, and is 

owned by Feza Gazetecilik. Zaman has been online since 1995 and had the biggest selling record. 

Zaman also has a sister newspaper in English which is called Today’s Zaman. Both Zaman 

newspaper and Today’s Zaman were seized by the AKP government in March 2016. Additionally, 

there are magazines in the Turkish language like Aksiyon, Sızıntı, Yeni Ümit. Also Fountain Magazine 

in English, Hira in Arabic, the Cihan News Agency and the radio station Burç FM (Lesage, 2016a).   

 

3.3 The Kemalism (Atatürkcülük) 

Kemalism is the main structure of the Atatürk’s political doctrines and principles. The basic ideas 

of Kemalism developed after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the foundation the Turkish 

Republic, when Atatürk implemented various reforms including political, social, economic and 

reforms in the fields of education and culture in order to build a secular and modern state, and 

establish a new Turkish Republic replacing its Ottoman predecessor while adopting a Westernized 

outlook. Thus, within a couple of years, almost every aspect of everyday life was deeply 

transformed. 

The CHP has adopted the Kemalist vision to govern the state. This vision is completely different 

from the AKP’s Neo-Ottomanism. Neo-Ottomanism prefers to adopt open policies towards both 

the Middle East and the West, while the Kemalist prefers to refrain from engaging in the affairs of 

the Arab and Muslim world. The Kemalists favour the establishment of deep relations with Israel, 

the EU and the US. Neo-Ottomanism is enhancing multiculturalism and a more moderate version 

of secularism, while the Kemalists prefer to take military measures against the rise of moderate 
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Islamic parties and their influence in the state as well as in dealing with the Kurdish issue (Taşpınar, 

2011a, p. 1-2).  

 

3.3.1 The Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, CHP)  

Mustafa Kemal Atatürk formed the CHP on 9th September 1923. The first name of the Party was 

People’s Party. In 1935, it became the Republican People's Party, and after the death of Atatürk in 

1938, the leadership of the party passed on to İsmet İnönü (CHP, 2010). The CHP was the only 

political party in the state, and was led by Atatürk. All government officials at that time emanated 

from the CHP. The CHP is traditionally named: “The party of the Kemalist elite”. Geographically, 

the CHP is quite strong in the West, and in the Aegean and Mediterranean coastal areas, while the 

party is much weaker in the Eastern and South-eastern constituencies (Cingi, 2011).  

Throughout the first period of the CHP, Kemalism has been embedded into CHP’s political 

discourse and identity. By the beginning of 1945, following Atatürk’s policy to modernise the state, 

“providing democratisation in the state institution” was the mainstream discourse of the party. Of 

course, the CHP discourse was aimed at obtaining the support of the US-led Western bloc. In the 

1990s, after the party suffered a lot of internal and external crises, the CHP chose the slogan “New 

Left in the World, New CHP in Turkey” and thus changed and renewed its former discourse (The 

Free Library, 2008).   

The CHP built its political rhetoric first on the idea of defending laicity, a major fundamental 

ideological principle of Kemalism. In this respect, the CHP perceived the AKP as a threat to the 

Turkish state. This has been clearly the CHP’s position towards the AKP’s comprehensive process 

in order to obtain EU membership. The CHP widely criticised the AKP’s reforms on the basis that 

they go beyond democratisation measures and threaten the sovereignty of the Turkish state. 

Besides, many other issues including the Kurdish problem, the headscarf ban at universities, the 

Turkish policy towards the Middle East, Israel and the European powers, the constitution change 

to a presidential system, proved to be hugely different in the ideological orientation of both 

parties. These differences escalated the conflict between the AKP and the CHP.  
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Political evolution  

The first general parliamentary election in the history of Turkey was conducted in 1946. As a result 

of this election, Turkey moved to a multi-party system, and the CHP won 396 seats in parliament 

while the Democratic Party lost. However, in the second parliamentary election, which was 

conducted in 1950, the CHP lost while the Democratic Party won (Ozden & Yilmaz, 2010). In fact, 

throughout the history, the CHP has always lost the elections against the right-wing populist bloc. 

Since 1950, the CHP has had no chance to form a majority government. The CHP remained in 

opposition from 1950 until 1960. Under the leadership of Adnan Menderes, the Democratic Party 

formed the Turkish government in 1950.  

As a matter of fact, it can be argued that throughout the different phases of the CHP, the party 

underwent a gradual transformation. The CHP has spread and became much more popular in the 

early 70's, especially after the party took a significant step to transform its stance from secular 

authoritarianism into a populist platform. This has had a clear impact and increased the variety 

and categories of its followers, people such as bureaucrats, senior executives, and professionals, 

as well as the number of its supporters from working classes (Leon, Tuğal & Desai, 2009).  

In 1972, Bülent Ecevit was elected leader of the party, being the third leader in the history of the 

CHP Party. The party formed a coalition government after the 1973 elections with the National 

Safety Party, which was led by Necmettin Erbakan. On 12th September 1980, after the military 

coup, the National Security Council (Milli Güvenlik Kurulu, MGK) decided to prohibit the party along 

with other political parties. As a result of this, the party has been divided into many separate 

branches including, the People’s Party (Halkçı Parti, HP), the Social Democracy Party (Sosyal 

Demokrasi Partisi, SODEP), and the Democratic Left Party (Demokratik Sol Parti, DSP). Both HP and 

SODEP worked together, in 1985, under the name Social Democratic People’s Party 

(Sosyaldemokrat Halk Partisi, SHP) (Caliskan, 2014).  

After almost 12 years, the party was revived under the name SHP and tried to shift from populism 

to European-style social democracy. A new congress on the ninth of September 1992 was held in 

order to elect a new Chairman as well as a new leadership council. The two candidates for the 

Chairmanship of the party were rivals Deniz Baykal and Errol Tonger. Baikal won 679 votes against 
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452 votes for Tonger. Thus Deniz Baykal became the fourth president of the CHP (Turkish 

Consulate in Michigan, 2006). 

The CHP Party won 10% of the votes in the 1995 elections. However, the party did not do well in 

the 1999 elections and was unable to get more than 10% of the votes, despite the fact that in 

some provinces they were the winner by a vast majority (Cingi, 2011). Sinan Ciddi argued that 

Deniz Baykal, the former chairperson of the CHP, had weakened the party. Accordingly, under the 

leadership of Baykal, the CHP suffered its heaviest electoral defeat in the 1999 elections and failed 

to enter Parliament for the first time in the CHP’s history. Ciddi said: “During the Baykal years, the 

CHP has had no clear message of what the party stands for” (Ciddi, 2008). Aydin Cingi shared 

another analysis of the reasons behind the decline of the CHP’s popularity in the past years, stating 

that: 

“The CHP has long been out of touch with popular feelings and people’s daily concerns. The 

CHP performs remarkably well among those with higher incomes, but have virtually no 

support among the poor. Thus there is a striking contradiction between the CHP’s voter 

structure and its ideological label” (Cingi, 2011). 

Following the elections of November 2002, which marked a turning point of the party since 1980's, 

the CHP re-emerged as the second party in parliament by gaining 19.4% of the votes. Moreover, 

on 22nd May 2010, after the resignation of Deniz Baykal, Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu was elected head of 

the party (Aljazeera, 2011). Many people inside the party opposed Baykal’s policy, including 

Mustafa Sarıgül, the mayor of Istanbul’s Şişli district. He launched a campaign to topple the party’s 

leader, Deniz Baykal, and gradually gained some support (James, 2007). It is almost impossible to 

remove party's leaders in the normal way. According to the CHP’s statutes, a new candidate must 

be proposed by at least 20% of the members, having themselves received the agreement of the 

chairperson of the party himself in the first place. Thus, as usual, the congresses generally take 

place with one candidate. Without a huge scandal regarding his private life, Baykal would never 

have been ousted. Kılıçdaroğlu was considered by many Turks as a potential leader of the 

opposition. The first test of Kılıçdaroğlu was the referendum brought forward by the AKP. This 

referendum aimed at changing some articles of the Constitution. Kılıçdaroğlu conducted a huge 
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campaign to confront the AKP’s arguments. However, the campaign of the CHP did not convince 

the public, and the AKP won the amendment by 58% in September 2010.   

Furthermore, in 2011, the CHP Party won 25.9% of the votes in the parliamentary elections (Russo, 

2011), while in June 2015 it received 24.95% of the votes with 132 seats in Parliament. In the 

November 2015 elections, the party obtained 25.31% of the votes with 134 seats (Council of 

Europe, 2015).   

Ideological orientation 

In 1927, the party adopted the principles of Republicanism, Populist, Nationalism and Secularism 

as its four basic principles. In 1935, it added Statism and Reformism. The six arrows of the party’s 

logo symbolise these principles (Pearson, 2015). The electoral program of the CHP was promoted 

under the slogan A Livable Turkey. 

The CHP is a left-wing party, advocating a secular Turkey and is considered the defenders of 

Atatürk’s values and ideas. The party is the voice of the secular elite in the cities, which includes 

some judges, army commanders and senior state officials. Since its inception, it asserted the 

importance to block the interference of religion in politics. Despite the significant changes which 

have happened in the party, it has maintained what it calls the Atatürk principles, concerning the 

secular state and its economic role.   

Laicity is a key factor of the Kemalist vision. In the 2001 Democratisation Report, which is one of 

the most detailed documents for understanding the approach of the party to the issue of laicity, 

this notion is described as follows: “The state does not have a religion. The democratic country 

stands at equal distance to each and every belief. In our country, the ultimate aim of laicism, which 

forms the guarantee for social harmony is the transfer of the world of belief to a civil society when 

the time is ripe” (Keyman, 2007). 

The pro-Kemalist media  

It is diverse and includes different media outlet such as the Doğan Media Group. This group 

includes newspapers such as the Posta, Hürriyet, Fanatik and Radikal, the television channels such 

as Kanal D and CNN Türk, and the Doğan News Agency. It also operates Doğan Kitap, a major book 
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publisher. Apart from the Doğan Media Group, the national dailies Cumhuriyet and Sözcü daily 

newspapers are pro-Kemalist (Tunç, 2015, p. 4-7).  

 

3.4 The Kurdish movement  

3.4.1 The Democratic People’s Party (Halkların Demokratik Partisi, HDP) 

The HDP is a left-wing Party with Marxist undertones. It was established on 15th October 2012. It 

is a coalition between the Kurdish Peace and Democracy Party (Barış ve Demokrasi Partisi, BDP), 

the Kurdish rights movement as well as left-wing radicals and women’s rights activists (Yörük, 

2015). The HDP collaborated with the BDP in the Turkish municipal elections in 2014 and shared 

the constituencies, with the BDP participating in the predominantly Kurdish areas, and the HDP 

Party in the rest of the country. 

The party’s election manifesto read “realise democratic autonomy”, “establish democratic models 

of decentralisation” and offers a solution to the Kurdish question by “building a democratic Turkey” 

(Leverink, 2015). The supporters of the party spread within the Kurdish majority in the country’s 

south-eastern regions. The HDP is the only Turkish party, which is headed by two people - one of 

whom is a woman - Figen Yüksekda and Selahattin Demirtaş. 

The new political party (HDP) received the powerful blessing of the PKK leader Abdullah Öcalan. In 

the first extraordinary conference of the party, which was held on 27th October 2013, Öcalan 

through his letter said: 

“The HDP marks an important stage in our joint struggle for democracy. The experience of 

our struggle will evolve into a democracy to bring the Kurdish movement and the Turkish left 

together. This Party could access large groups of Kurds and Turks which the Peace and 

Democracy Party could not reach” (Hayatsever, 2013).  

Political evolution 

The first election of the HDP was in June 2015. For the first time, a Kurdish political party did 

exceed 10% of the votes, and it actually won 13.12% of the votes with 80 seats in Parliament, 



  116 
 

taking place in the Turkish political system, and becoming the fourth party in Parliament. HDP’s 

victory was not only based on the support from the Kurdish community. It extended its support to 

other groups that had become increasingly dissatisfied with the AKP’s policy in the last thirteen 

years. In line with the talks to form a unity government, Demirtaş refused to enter into a coalition 

government after the June 2015 election and said: “We do not aim to form a coalition with the 

AKP or support it from outside. We want to be a strong opposition” (Telegraph, 2015).  

In the second elections of November 2015, the party suffered a significant defeat. Its votes’ ratio 

fell to 10.76% with only 59 seats in Parliament (Gayle, 2015). Many reasons contributed to the 

decline in the popularity of the party including the inability of the HDP to take a clear stance during 

the ongoing conflict between the Turkish army and the PKK, especially after the PKK terrorist 

operations inside Turkey. This armed conflict which started mainly in the Kurdish south-east region 

and subsequently spread all over the country has seriously damaged the party’s image in the 

country’s west. According to Tom Stevenson: “In Turkey, the extent of HDP’s links with the PKK has 

been the subject of much conjecture and confusion. Both on the pro-government side and among 

supporters of the HDP the issue is still debated, often tensely” (Stevenson, 2016). 

Ideological orientation 

The HDP considers human history as a history of struggles in the search for democracy, freedom, 

equality and pluralism and it inspires the community to fight against racist, nationalist, militarist, 

sexist, conservative and pro-market forces (Kıvanç, 2015). As the party claims, it adopts a more 

peaceful and liberal rhetoric. The HDP has tried to adopt a balanced position as a place for 

solidarity not only for the rights of the Kurdish community but for the whole of Turkish society, 

stressing that HDP does not represent the identity of a particular community.   

Furthermore, the HDP denies it is just a Kurdish party. According to what it proclaims, as far as the 

domestic law is concerned, the party primarily represents the oppressed and marginalised of 

Turkish society and all components of different religious faiths, political and cultural orientations, 

as well as minorities. This strategy had been called Türkiyelileşme4. This was a particularly 

                                                           
4 Türkiyelileşme is a strategy to transform the Kurdish struggle into a movement that represents the whole 
of Turkey. 
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interesting development in HDP’s discourse. Therefore, the HDP candidates’ list of the June 

election were a comprehensive and diverse floor, coming from different backgrounds including 

Armenian, Yezidi, Alevi. Additionally, Nimetullah Erdoğmuş, the former Diyarbakır mufti, was 

among the HDP’s candidates. Such a person could attract many more votes from the conservative 

Kurds (Fildes, 2015). 

The HDP has put much emphasis on the respect for women and LGBT rights. It openly recognised 

the Armenian genocide. Additionally, the HDP was the only party in the Turkish history with openly 

LGBT delegates (Kıvanç, 2015). It acted against capitalism and sought to stop religious, gender, 

and racial discrimination in order to provide a decent and equitable life for all. This change in HDP’s 

ideology can be seen as an outcome of the Gezi Park protests. It also springs from a greater 

understanding of the needs of the Kurdish community. As Figen Yüksekdağ, the Co-Chair of the 

HDP asserted: “All components of the HDP are Gezi protestors, they are the subjects of Gezi” 

(Stevenson, 2016).  

Furthermore, the HDP also sought and still seek to change the ruling of AKP, under the pretext 

that the AKP is a non-democratic regime. Within this context, the HDP considers the AKP as its 

main political enemy, despite the fact that the AKP implemented many reforms in favour of the 

Kurdish minorities. In a remarkable development of the conflict between the HDP and the AKP, 

the HDP frequently sidelined in the post-coup in Turkey on 15th July 2016. Following the escalated 

political disagreement between both parties, the President Erdoğan did not invite the HDP to the 

official meeting that aimed to discuss the July 15 coup. By contrast, the Prime Minister Binali 

Yildirim and the leaders of the CHP and MHP were invited to this meeting at the presidential palace 

(Rudaw, 2016). 

 

3.4.2 The Kurdistan Workers’ Party (Partiya Karkerên Kurdistanê, PKK)   

From the beginning of the Turkish Republic, there was a formal denial of the existence of a Kurdish 

problem. Additionally, the south-east region of Turkey was neglected economically and 

developmentally. This led to a weakening of the Turkish state’s power over the Kurdish areas. 

These reasons combined motivated the start of the revolution among the Kurds. As a result of this, 
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the PKK was founded in 1978 in a secret manner by a group of Marxists students, including 

Abdullah Öcalan, who, in the nineties, was named the head of the party. The PKK has much 

sympathy from the Kurds in Turkey, workers and peasants alike. Many young Kurds supported the 

PKK and engaged in its ranks. Since 1984, the PKK has begun military activities against the Turkish 

army, in pursuit of gaining an independent Kurdish state. This is a period of bloody conflict 

between the Kurds and the Turkish army which has lasted for more than thirty years, and there 

has been about 40,000 victims and $ 300 to $ 500 billion of material losses (Koivunen, 2002). This 

ongoing conflict reached its peak in the mid-1990s.  

The PKK is characterised by an organised hierarchy structure, led by Abdullah Öcalan who is the 

leader of the PKK.  Öcalan was arrested when he was heading to the Nairobi airport on 15 February 

1999, after almost 15 years of armed military actions. He was convicted of “betraying the country” 

(Ostrovsky, 1999). The arrest of Öcalan was a big blow for the PKK. Öcalan was sentenced to death 

in June of the same year, but this was commuted from death to life incarceration. Öcalan was 

followed by the Presidential Council, and then the Central Committee, then a regional system, 

which has branches in several countries, especially Iran, Iraq and Syria as well as Turkey. Öcalan 

was highly dominant on the party; more than once, he has proved to be the first and last decision 

maker of the party even while being behind bars. This is because of his history in the “struggle 

with the Turkish state”, his high charisma and his leadership abilities. 

Ideological orientation  

The PKK had a left-wing orientation and adopted a Marxist-Leninist line (Whelan, 2014). One of its 

most fundamental objectives was the establishment of the independent state of Kurdistan. At the 

very beginning, the PKK had mostly appeared in the rural areas and sought to encourage a 

revolution led by village dwellers. Afterwards, along with the development of the Kurdish issue, 

the party has become a mass phenomenon spreading into the cities. In 1997, the PKK was included 

on the list of terrorist organisations in the US, Turkey, and the European Union (Hürriyet Daily 

News, 2013).  

Based on PKK’s vision, the women are considered the social subjects that stand at the centre of 

liberation to come, playing a similar role to the proletariat in classical Marxism. Öcalan’s concept 
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about Kurdish national liberation was based on women’s liberation. Öcalan said: “The role which 

once was allotted to the working class, today falls to women” (Jong, 2016). 

During the 2000s, the years 2000, the PKK adopted a new ideological structure based on 

supporting radical democracy. The PKK argued the importance of the role of citizenship, besides 

the ethnicity and the language, in forming a liberal republic. This led the PKK to promote the idea 

of democratic self-governance and democratic confederacy instead of a nation-state for the Kurds. 

This transformation built on many texts written by Öcalan. These texts were adopted in the 

consecutive PKK congresses as the official party line in 2005 (Akkaya & Jongerden, 2012).  

Steps forward  

As a matter of fact, Turkey has greatly suffered from the violent clashes with the PKK. During the 

rule of the AKP, the Kurdish rights have gradually improved. The AKP government started to 

recognise the Kurdish identity and some of the Kurdish demands. Ismail Besikci, a leading Kurdish 

rights advocate and academic said: “In the Republican era, the Turkish state seized the democratic 

rights of Kurds by denying their existence, language and culture. It is of the utmost importance for 

the Kurds to govern themselves and have access to education in their mother tongue” (Ozdemir, 

2015). In addition, the AKP has been working on straightforward and gradual steps in the field of 

cultural and social rights for the Kurds, which can be summarised as follows (Kardaş & Balci, 2016, 

p. 163-171): 

 Within the education system, the Kurdish language was recognised, and many courses at 

the Turkish universities were allowed to be taught in Kurdish. Later on, from 2012, the 

Kurdish language was taught as a non-compulsory language in schools. 

 Adoption of copyright in the Kurdish language. 

 An official opening of the television channel speaking the Kurdish language in 2009. 

Erdoğan became the first Turkish prime minister to speak in Kurdish at a public event when 

he made a congratulatory address at the start of the broadcasting channel. 

 The accused Kurds were able to use their mother tongue in their defence in front of the 

judiciary, in 2013. 
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 The democratic reforms package announced by Erdoğan in September 2013, which 

included allowing the opening of schools and private teaching institutes which could teach 

in other languages than Turkish (such as Kurdish). Additionally, the restoration of some 

names in some original Kurdish villages: “A move by the city’s provincial council to change 

the name of the village of ‘Kirkpinar’ back to its original Kurdish name of ‘Celkaniya’ was 

allowed, rather than being blocked by the city’s governor as was the fate of previous 

motions” (Kurdish Herald, 2009). 

 Increase penalties for crimes of racism and discrimination by language and ethnicity and 

nationalism. 

These steps have boosted Erdoğan and his party’s image among the Kurds. 

Political negotiations 

Secret negotiations started between the PKK and the Turkish government in the Norwegian capital 

Oslo in 2009 in order to end the armed conflict, which had lasted for decades. Despite various 

efforts, these talks were not fruitful. In 2012, the escalation of fighting between the two sides 

increased. In 2013, new negotiations started between Öcalan at his prison and officials of Turkish 

intelligence. In March 2013, the PKK formally announced a cease-fire with Turkey, following the 

call of Abdullah Öcalan under the title of unity and brotherhood project. As a result of this, on 21st 

March 2013, Abdullah Öcalan sent a letter to the revellers of Newroz. Öcalan, in his historic letter, 

was deeply philosophical. Öcalan called revellers to stop fighting and withdraw from Turkey. He 

said in his letter: “Today is the beginning of a new era,  in which the politics should be above the 

gun. Now we got to the stage where armed elements should withdraw to beyond the borders of 

Turkey” (Çandar, 2013). 

The last message of Öcalan, which was read in the 2015 Newroz celebrations, puts an emphasis 

the emphasis on the ten points as a framework or roadmap for the path of negotiation. These 

points have been the basis of the Dolmabahçe Agreement between the Turkish government and 

the HDP, with the aim of building a long-term strategy for peace with the PKK, including (Dalay, 

2015): 
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 The concept of democratic politics must be debated 

 Necessary steps which have to be taken at both the national and local levels, to bring 

about the democratic settlement  

 Legal and democratic assurances for democratic citizenship 

 The relationship between democratic politics and the state, as well as between 

society and its institutions. 

 The socioeconomic aspects of the settlement process 

 The needs for a new security structure  

 The needs to find solutions and legal assurances about women’s rights. 

 The importance of developing various pluralist, democratic and equal mechanisms to 

acknowledge identity 

 The importance of understanding multiple conceptualizations including democratic 

state, common land, and the nation by different democratic and legal means 

 A new constitution aiming to include all of the above democratic moves and 

transformations.  

Despite these efforts and attempts, several local and regional developments have contributed to 

increased tensions between the Turkish government and the PKK. Following the siege of Kobanê 

(a Syrian Kurdish town) by the Islamic State (IS) in 2014, and especially after the AKP government’s 

refusal to intervene in favour of the Democratic Union Party (Partiya Yekîtiya Demokrat, PYD), 

sporadic attacks occurred between the PKK and the Turkish military in 2014-2015. Kobanê or Aïn 

el-Arab as known to many Arab speakers has a great symbolic significance for Kurds because “it 

has been at the forefront of the Kurdish separatist movement against Ankara for decades” (Nasr, 

2014). By late July 2015, the cease-fire between the PKK and the Turkish government was over. 

Ankara blamed the break of the cease-fire on the PKK. After the attack, Erdoğan pointed out: “It is 

not possible for us to continue the peace process with those who threaten our national unity and 

brotherhood” (Reuters, 2015).  

Indeed, whenever both parties reached progress, other factors took a turn for the worse, and the 

conflict became much more complicated than ever. Internally, the peace process has not included 
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mediators or foreign observers. There has always been a lack of trust between the AKP and the 

PKK. Besides, there are big differences between both parties in terms of decision-making 

processes and implementation methodology of the peace process. For instance, Galip Dalay, a 

researcher at the Foundation for Political, Economic and Social Research (Siyaset, Ekonomi ve 

Toplum Araştırmaları Vakfı, SETA) pointed out: 

“For the Kurdish side, the continuation of the process means the discussion of a final status 

for Abdullah Öcalan and the PKK, as well as consolidation of the gains in Rojava. On the other 

hand, for the AKP government, continuing the talks means hope for constitutional change, 

gains for political discourse, and strengthening the AKP’s regional and international standing 

in the wake of damaging developments over Syria” (Ozdemir, 2015).  

Another substantial disagreement between both of them is that the AKP government sees the 

Kurdish question from a cultural and social point of view while the Kurdish movement including 

both the HDP and the PKK are seeking to further obtain cultural and social rights, and achieving 

democratic autonomy.  

The AKP government also faced multiple obstacles in its talks with the PKK including the 

government’s inability to adopt a law for the safe withdrawal of armed PKK militants from Turkey. 

Even if the AKP wanted to engage more talks with the PKK, the AKP has not the approval either 

from the main opposition parties or a large proportion of the population. The AKP was heavily 

criticised by the opposition parties including the CHP and MHP, for attempting a peace process 

with the PKK. These reasons have weakened the ceasefire and led later to the escalation of the 

crisis.  Both sides accused each other of trying to corrupt the elections of 2015 to win the votes of 

Kurds in the south-east. Besides the armed conflict between the PKK and the Turkish army, there 

also was and still is a political war in the media between the elites on both sides. President Erdoğan 

accused the HDP of lacking both principles and trustworthiness as well as of trying to block the 

peace process. After a continuous series of mutual accusations, Demirtaş said: “I will keep today’s 

parliamentary group very short. I will, in fact, express my message in just one sentence: Mr Recep 

Tayyip Erdoğan, you will never be able to be the head of the nation as long as the HDP exists and 

as long as the HDP people are on this soil” (Hürriyet Daily News, 2015b). 
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The pro-Kurdish media  

It includes Özgür Gündem -Turkish for Free Agenda- daily newspaper in the Turkish language and 

ANF news agency in different languages including Turkish, Kurdish, Arabic and Farsi. Additionally, 

Azadiya Welat a newspaper in the Kurdish language and the Pro-Kurdish IMC TV in the Turkish 

language (Lesage, 2016a). 

 

3.5 The army 

The Turkish army is one of the oldest armies in the world. It had a pivotal shift in its roles during 

the reign of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. Atatürk led a successful group of Ottomans’ military leaders in 

the Turkish National Movement against the country’s European occupation. The Turkish National 

Movement was a mixture of political and military factions. As a result, Anatolia and Istanbul were 

liberated from the hands of the occupiers. Within this context, Atatürk used military power to 

consolidate the necessary changes for a modern Turkey. The army’s power was dominant over the 

civilian authorities until 2002. 

The successful role of the army gave it an excellent position in the control of the Turkish state. 

Atatürk used the army as an implementation instrument for its policies including the abolition of 

the Ottoman Empire and the formation of a modern and secular Turkey. During the army’s period 

of power (1960- 2002), the army was the backbone of Turkey as well as the guardians of the 

Kemalist revolution and was tasked to protect the revolutionary changes in Turkish politics. This 

was even enshrined in military law in 1935, which stated that the army had a legal responsibility 

to safeguard the citizens of Turkey. This had been used as the legal basis, and authorization, for 

the military’s intervention in the civilian affairs to protect the Turkish Republic and the principles 

of Kemalism.  

The army generals continued with the same principles of Kemalism after the death of Atatürk in 

1938. They have been the most influential institution in the politics of Turkey, to the extent of 

forming a dominant parallel state. The army has led five military coups. The first was in 1960, and 

the most recent one was in 2016. The army has overthrown different elected civilian governments, 
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under the pretence of protecting the secular principles of the Turkish state. All the Prime Ministers 

who have ruled the country after Atatürk, including those targeted by military coups, such as 

Süleyman Demirel, Bülent Ecevit, and Necmettin Erbakan could not stand up against the army’s 

intervention in political life. They could not make any changes to reduce the influence of the 

military in political affairs. This points to the state of physiological fear from the supreme impact 

on the part of the military generals over the country's affairs. 

Taking into consideration that the army as an institution was the main driver of Turkish domestic 

and foreign policy for decades (up until 2002), It is important to discuss now the internal and 

external influence of the army in different fields. 

State within the state 

Since the Turkish Republic’s establishment in 1923 by Atatürk, the army has become the guardian 

of the Kemalist system (Rabb & Suleiman, 2003). The army has been heavily present on the 

political scene with the arrival of the Democratic Party to power. Since then, the army has carried 

out five full coups d'etat because of constitutional arguments under the excuse of protecting the 

principles of the Kemalist republic. This led to a state of political turmoil in Turkey which was a 

period of widespread violence between the forces of the left and right. These five coups d'etat will 

be summarised as follow:  

On 27th May 1960, the Turkish army made their first military coup in the history of the Turkish 

Republic. The coup was organised by a group of Turkish army officers under the leadership of 

General Cemal Gürsel, against the elected government of the Democratic Party. Different people 

were arrested including the former President Celal Bayar, the former Prime Minister Adnan 

Menderes and some members of the cabinet. They were put on trial, and they were charged with 

high treason, misuse of public funds and abrogation of the constitution and overthrowing the 

secular system to establish a religious state (Ozihel, 2011). In 1961, Adnan Menderes was hanged 

together with his foreign and finance ministers. However, the damage which was caused by the 

1960 coup did not stop there. Turkey has witnessed numerous acts of violence and unrest. 

Besides, there was an economic recession, which created a background for social unrest. There 

were also many demonstrations spreading over the whole of the Turkish state, workers strikes, 
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and political assassinations. Many groups were formed including unions and leftist student 

movements, a right-wing nationalist and Islamic groups. In fact, this coup has opened the door to 

further army’s intervention in political life.  

Menderes was not an Islamist, but that did not prevent some parties from conspiring with the 

army generals to encourage the coup. Menderes was accused of trying to topple the secular 

identity of Turkey. This was because Menderes announced some reforms including a call to prayer 

in Arabic (instead of Turkish), then allowed the re-reading of the Quran in Arabic, rather than just 

reading its translation in Turkish. He also authorised the opening of the first institution since 1923 

to teach Sharia Sciences as well as some Quranic centres. Furthermore, he had campaigned for a 

comprehensive development in Turkey, including the development of agriculture and the opening 

of factories and the construction of roads, bridges, schools and universities, decisions that 

contributed significantly to the increase of his popularity.  However, the CHP and other secular 

Turkish elites saw Menderes’ reforms as a departure from secular Turkish identity (Lerner and 

Robinson, 2011). 

On 12th March 1971, there was a second military coup which is known as a coup by memorandum. 

A military memorandum was handed from the former Chief of the General Staff, Memduh Tağmaç, 

to the former Prime Minister, Süleyman Demirel. This memorandum demanded “the formation, 

within the context of democratic principles, of a strong and credible government, which will 

neutralise the current anarchical situation and which, inspired by Atatürk’s views, will implement 

the reformist laws envisaged by the constitution” (Özbudun, 2000, p. 33-34). Demirel and his 

government had faced several civil unrests caused by conflicts between leftists and rightists. 

Besides, there were defections and internal strife as well as deterioration of the economy (Mango, 

2004). For instance, from 1963 until 1968, chronic inflation had reached 78%. Therefore, during 

1969 and 1970, Turkey was in a state of chaos. Multiple violent demonstrations were led by 

different groups including the leftist forces and trade unions to express their refusal of the 

government’s economic program. 

After this, the army had chosen Nihat Erim to lead the government, which had been accepted by 

Ismet İnönü, the former chairperson of the CHP, while Bülent Ecevit the then Secretary-General 
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of the CHP refused and resigned from his post to protest against Erim’s appointment. This 

disagreement between İnönü and Ecevit caused a new wave of insurgency until Ecevit won the 

control of the CHP from İnönü in 1972 and became the chairperson of the CHP. In the general 

election of October 1973, the CHP won 185 seats, and the Justice Party led by Demirel won 149 

seats.  

The CHP formed a coalition government in a coalition with the Safety Party led by Necmettin 

Erbakan in January 1974 until September 1974, when Ecevit served as Prime Minister. Afterwards, 

Ecevit resigned and was replaced by Süleyman Demirel. Demirel continued until parliamentary 

elections were held on 5th May 1977 (UCA Political Science, 2014). 

On 12th September 1980, the most famous and bloodiest coup in Turkish history occurred. The 

political and economic instability did not stop after the 1971 coup.  At that time, Turkey entered a 

phase of a bloody conflict between right-wing and left-wing activists. There was fighting with 

violent clashes in the streets between nationalists, socialists, and communists. Furthermore, in the 

1970s the increasing chaos in Turkey led to change the Prime Minister eleven times (Aljazeera, 

2016). The economic deterioration did not stop either. The Government of Demirel had lost 

control.   

Turkey has suffered throughout decades of military coups which have led to many severe 

economic and politic crises. The inflation increased. For instance, between January 1975 and 

January 1976, the inflation went up by 19,34% and between December 1976 and December 1977 

by 46,77%. Additionally, the inflation from August 1977 to August 1978 reached 71,67% and went 

up to 117,40% between February 1979 and February 1980. This had a large impact on the standard 

of living (World Inflation Data, 2016). Furthermore, half a million young Turkish entered the labour 

market annually, which contributed to seriously increase the level of unemployment. The number 

of unemployed reached more than two million in 1977 and increased to 4 million unemployed in 

the following two years. The foreign debt burden on the Turkish economy reached in 1970 $ 2.2 

billion and increased to $ 12.5 billion at the end of 1977, and in 1979 it reached more than $ 15 

billion. Of course, external causes such as the oil crisis in 1973 hurt the Turkish economy and had 
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a bearing on what happened. As well as all of this, Turkey had seven devastating earthquakes from 

1960 until 2000, leaving an enormous impact on the Turkish economy (Earthquakes, 2015). 

As a result of the military intervention, Canaan Efrain officially became the seventh president of 

the Turkish Republic and Bülent Ulusu the Prime Minister (Aljazeera, 2016). Afterwards, in a 

historic court ruling in 2014, Kenan Evren and the former air force chief Sahinkaya were 

condemned to lifelong imprisonment for organising the military coup in 1980, while in charge of 

“the heart of the constitutional system” (Letsch, 2014). 

On 28th February 1997, the White Coup happened against the government of Necmettin Erbakan.  

In 1995, the Welfare Party had come to power, and the Islamic leader Necmettin Erbakan became 

Prime Minister - the first man with an explicit Islamic orientation coming to power. This angered 

the secularists and motivated them to topple the elected government. This was despite the 

acceptance of Erbakan of the Army’s orders (18 orders), for example imposing a compulsory eight-

year education programme and a headscarf ban in universities. However, the acceptance of the 

military orders had done nothing against their feeling that he should go. It just postponed the coup 

for another three months and then Erbakan was forced to resign.  

After the coup, the Welfare Party was banned and got a judgment according to the law of 1982 

on charges of seeking to establish a reactionary regime. Erbakan was sent to prison with a group 

of leaders of his party. Furthermore, the military gave the power to the third party in the country, 

which was the Democratic Left Party. On the request of President Demirel, Mesut Yilmaz of the 

Motherland Party formed a new coalition government with Ecevit’s Democratic Left Party and 

Cindoruk’s Democrat Turkey Party. In June 1998, Yilmaz expressed his desire to resign and hand 

over power (Youngblood, 2015). This was the moment when Turkish intelligence arrested the 

Kurdish leader Abdullah Öcalan in Kenya. 

On 15th July 2016, this coup was entirely different from the previous ones for several reasons. First 

and foremost, the coup did not have the full support of the army, or any support from the Turkish 

opposition parties including the secularists. As mentioned above, Turkey had experienced coups 

under the leadership of the chief of staff, in which most of the military (various Army factions) took 

part. However, in this coup, it appeared that there was only some factions within the Turkish army 
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and a group of the Air Force under the leadership Col. Muharrem Kose, calling themselves the 

“Council for Peace at Home” (Yurtta Sulh Konseyi), who planned the coup. They used tanks and 

helicopters in their attempt to bring down the AKP’s ruling; they seized the official television 

channel TRT; they attacked various places including the Turkish Parliament. But many other factions 

within the army refused to join the attempted coup, including Hulusi Akar, the Chief of Staff and 

many other officers” (Reynolds, 2016, p. 2). Besides, police officers protected the government and 

were also against the coup. Furthermore, all of the opposition parties stated that they were against 

the coup.   

This attempted coup was defeated by the Turkish people, whatever their political affiliation. The 

turning point in the coup was when Erdoğan appeared on television. He was on CNN Turk through 

Facetime, and he delivered his speech to the Turkish people. Erdoğan said: “Go to the streets and 

give them their answer” (Tuysuz & McLaughlin, 2016). Hearing this call, coupled with the imams 

who used the mosques’ minarets to help galvanise resistance against the putschists, millions of 

Turkish people went on the streets in protest. In spite of the crisis and the real danger within the 

country, they kept on protesting against the coup. Secondly, the coup was not organised well 

either on the execution level or in the choosing of the moment. The putschists were not able to 

take control of the state’s media long enough, as the media is an essential symbol in the daily life 

of the Turks. Additionally, after their inability to control people’s anger in the streets as well as 

their failing to take control, many soldiers had given up. Thirdly, they were also not able to capture 

the Leader of the state, Erdoğan, while the police was able within almost 24 hours to capture the 

implementors of this coup.  

This coup resulted in “the deaths of 272 people, including 171 civilians, 63 police officers, 4 

soldiers, and 34 rebels. Government authorities arrested or detained 17,184 military personnel, 

6,066 police officers, 4,757 prosecutors, and 782 civilians” (Reynolds, 2016, p. 2), while the iShares 

MSCI Turkey Exchange ETF went down by 5% in premarket trading. The Turkish lira was hit at the 

beginning of the coup reaching a multi-month low against the US dollar (Turkey’s Foreign 

Economic Relations Board, 2016).  
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The dismantling of the iron fist 

On 30th July 2003, the Turkish Parliament approved the seventh legal package relating to the army. 

These changes contributed significantly to the reduction of military intervention in civil and 

political life (Bac, 2005, p. 16-30). The purposes of these amendments were to improve the 

protection of fundamental rights, to strengthen the rule of law, to limit the military’s prerogatives 

in civil life in two ways:  the abolition of military dominance over the MGK, and the reduction of 

the competence of its Executive Board. Article 27 of the MGK and General Secretariat were 

amended, and the selection of the Secretary-General of the MGK by the members of the armed 

forces was abolished. The selection to the post of Secretary General of the Council of a civilian 

figure became possible.  

After the mandate expiration of the Council Secretary-General at that time, Yigit Alpogan became 

the first civilian to hold the post of Secretary-General of the National Security Council on 17th 

August 2004 (Rubin, 2005). Besides this amendment, there also was the removal of Articles 9 and 

14 of the MGK and its Secretariat General, which in the past had given them the functions of 

reviewing and making a permanent evaluation of the political civil power, as well as a right to 

follow-up the political, social, economic, and technical environmental changes. As a constitutional 

amendment dated to 7th May 2004, in the Article 131 for the High Education Board, the 

membership of the military in the High Education Board was stopped (Narli, 2005, p. 164-168). 

Furthermore, the meeting of the league council was changed to once every two months instead 

of once a month. The last constitutional amendment in August 2004 was the abolition of the 

paragraph concerning the membership of the military within the General Federation of Radio and 

Television (Narli, 2005, p. 164-168). For the first time, the High Education Board and the Radio and 

the Television Union became two civilian institutions in its full sense, without any military control. 

Following the amendment to Article No. 30 of the accounting rules which had exempted military 

personnel from the submission to financial control law, the military institution and its officers 

became subject to the supervision and monitoring of the Directorate General of Civil Aviation (Sivil 

Havacılık Genel Müdürlüğü) (Turkey’s Ministry of Finance, 2010). Furthermore, the constitutional 

and legal amendments included the removal of their immunity. This opened the way to sue the 
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retired generals on corruption cases. What is more, the trial of civilians in military courts was also 

cancelled. This is how the MGK and its General Secretariat turned from being a decision maker 

body into being merely a consultative body losing to a large degree its previous supreme executive 

authority, and was thereafter only authorised to conduct the implementation of specific assigned 

tasks (Özbudun, 2007, p. 179-196).  

Indeed, it can be argued that throughout the previous decades, Turkish society as a whole may 

not have agreed on anything more than the army should not intervene into the civil and political 

life of the country. Within most sectors of Turkish society and Turkish elites, there is often a 

conviction that Turkey cannot continue its political development while hanging on to the 

constitution of 1982. This constitution should be redrafted to conform to the aspirations of the 

entire spectrum of the political and intellectual community. The new constitution should be based 

on the free will of civilians, away from the hegemony of the military rule. The previous 

constitutions of the Turkish Republic (Constitution of 1924, 1961, and 1982) were all formulated 

under military tutelage in the aftermath of military coups. These constitutions reinforced the 

influence of the army in political and social life.  

 

3.6 The Nationalist Movement Party (Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi, MHP) 

The MHP is a right-wing party, adopting Turkish nationalism and an Islamic orientation. The party 

was founded by Alparslan Türkeş on 9th February 1969. The MHP has a youth wing called the Grey 

Wolves (Bozkurtlar), which is also known as the ‘Idealist Hearths’ (Ülkü Ocakları). The party is 

currently headed by Devlet Bahçeli. The MHP was made up from multiple parties under different 

names. The electoral program of the party is carried under the slogan of a societal reform and 

happy future (Aras & Bacik, 2000, p. 49-50). The MHP represents itself as the only nationalist party 

concerned with the real interests of the nation and the state. Aksaray is considered as one of the 

most significant electoral base for its voters. It is a small Anatolian province which contains around 

0.5% of the entire Turkish population (Reubensilverman, 2015).  
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The MHP has passed through various stages since it was formed in 1969. It progressively moved 

away from the very right towards the centre of the Turkish political spectrum, a turn that occurred 

in the last years of Alpaslan Türkeş’ leadership and continued further under Devlet Bahçeli’s 

leadership. The party has gradually adopted the ideology of economic liberalism. Despite many 

differences between the AKP and the MHP, an unexpected move in their relations suddenly 

occurred. Both of them voted together on the bill to amend the constitution, adding a temporary 

clause to lift the immunity of the lawmakers who are facing criminal inquiries (Hürriyet Daily News, 

2016a). 

Political evolution 

The MHP gained 3.03% of the votes in the general elections of 1969. Thus, Alparslan Türkeş 

became a member of the parliament for the first time. On 14th October 1973, the party won 3,4% 

of the votes in the parliamentary election. Furthermore, the party won 6,4% of the votes in the 

elections which take place on 5th June 1977, to bring the number of its deputies to parliament to 

6 (Aras & Bacik, 2000, p. 49-50). In 1981, there was a ban on the MHP, and trials continued for 

almost four years. The leader, Alparslan Türkeş, was detained for six months and then released. In 

the meantime, the executives of the MHP founded the Conservative Party (Muhafazakar Parti, 

MP) on 7th July 1983 (Avcı, 2011). The party changed its name to Nationalist Action Party (MÇP) 

during its first Congress held on 30th November 1985. The political ban on Alparslan Türkeş was 

eventually lifted as a result of the referendum held on 6th September 1987 (Şener, 2016). On 04th 

October 1987, Türkeş was elected as the head of the party after he obtained 210 votes from the 

party members. The general election in 1987 was the first severe test for the MÇP Party. They did 

not get the desired results. In the general elections held on 20th October 1991, the MÇP Party 

joined with the RP and the Reformist Democracy Party (Islahatçı Demokrasi Partisi, IDP) to enter 

the elections. They were together able to get 17% of the votes (Hürriyet Daily News, 2016a).   

After a short period, Alparslan Türkeş resigned from the coalition government. On 24th January 

1993, the party decided on the re-use of the Nationalist Movement Party name and its logo with 

the three crescents. After the death of Alparslan Türkeş in 1997, Devlet Bahçeli obtained the 

leadership of the party. According to Bahçeli, the party’s slogan is “first my country and nation, 
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and then my party” (Bahçeli, 2014). Bahçeli entered in the 1999 elections, in which the party 

obtained the largest percentage to this day and won 19,9%, and 129 seats in parliament (European 

Forum For Democracy And Solidarity, 2009). One of the significant slogans that had been used by 

the MHP in their 1999 election campaign was “the head-covering issue will be resolved not by 

cowards but by real men” (Çınar & Arıkan, 2002, p. 25-40).  

Furthermore, in the June 2015 elections, the MHP won 16.29% of the votes with 80 seats in the 

parliament. After the talks had started to form a coalition government, Bahçeli rejected the CHP 

Chairman’s offer to lead a coalition government which would include the HDP. Bahçeli said: “This 

is not a child’s game, we are not running after small ambitions” (Daily Sabah, 2015). Bahçeli also 

refused to join the government with the AKP after a discussion with Ahmet Davutoğlu on the 

second day of coalition talks. Davutoğlu told a press conference after the talks: “They expressed 

their desire to remain outside a government alliance” (Fraser, 2015). In the November 2015 

elections, there was a sharp decline in the proportion of the party’s vote. The party received only 

11.9% of the votes (Meyersson, 2015). 

Despite the fact that the MHP has been an important factor in Turkish politics for nearly five 

decades, internal chaos spread within the party due to Bahçeli’s ideology. This caused the 

departure of a vast number of the party members. These resignations from the party included 

Seyfullah Kılıç, the Head of MHP’s Narman District, who had criticised Bahçeli for not assuming 

responsibility at one of the most critical times (forming a coalition government following the June 

election) (Kizil, 2015). Furthermore, Tuğrul Türkeş, the Ankara deputy of the MHP and the party 

founder Alparslan Türkeş’ son was expelled after the June election due to his approval to join an 

interim cabinet under the leadership of Davutoğlu. Afterwards, Tuğrul ran in the November 

elections under the AKP’s banner (Hürriyet Daily News, 2015e). These reasons all contributed to 

the decline of the party’s popularity in the elections.  

Ideological orientation 

According to Rubin and Heper, the central ideological belief of the MHP has been built upon 

idealism (ülkücülük), nationalism, and the Turkish-Islamic synthesis. These principles asserted the 

importance of serving the state’s interests as the primary ideological driver of the MHP. Because 
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of this, there was no separation between the party and the state. The MHP considered the enemy 

of the state as being an enemy of the party. Within this context, the MHP fought against the PKK 

and opposed some of the constitutional reforms, such as granting cultural rights to the Kurds in 

broadcasting, media, education and removing the capital punishment. The party also refused to 

engage with the EU (Bac, 2005, p. 16-30). The MHP is concerned with explaining Turkish 

nationalism within the concept of national culture rather than ethnicity or race. According to the 

MHP, the Turkish nationalism was “the love of Turkish nation and loyalty and service to the Turkish 

state.” This had been changed at the MHP’s Congress in 2000, where the nationalism was defined 

as something that “forms the basis and the mobilising energy of the social, economic and cultural 

developments toward making the Turkish Nation” (Rubin and Heper, 2002).  

 

3.7 The attitude of the Turkish political parties towards the Palestinian-Israeli conflict 

 

Despite the fact that Palestine was not the main concern of the foreign policy of the Turkish 

political parties including CHP, MHP, and HDP, their leaders, especially the Turkish liberal segments, 

have always held a friendly and pragmatic approach towards both the Palestinians and the Israelis. 

Indeed, they have a natural sympathy towards the Palestinian cause. They recognised the 

Palestinian rights, and generally built good political connections with the PLO, the Palestinian 

Authority, and the Palestinian resistance factions (Akgünay, 2016).  

However, this support of Turkey’s opposition parties has been characterised by the avoidance of 

an over-engagement in support of the Palestinian cause. They are always taking a more cautious 

line not to harm the Israeli interests or being labelled as a pro-Palestinian advocate.  At the same 

time, despite the perennial divisions within the Turkish opposition parties, the secularists, 

nationalists, Gülenists, Kemalist elites are always encouraging further relations with Israel in 

different fields. They see Israel as a great example of non-western modern country and an example 

which Turkey should follow. In other words, the Turkish opposition parties tried to follow a 

somewhat cautious line in their foreign policy towards the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. 
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On the other hand, when the AKP came to power in 2002, Palestine was one of the main concerns 

of the AKP foreign policy. At the beginning, the AKP government tried to play a balancing role in its 

foreign policy towards the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. Later one, due to the unstable domestic 

situation in Turkey, and because the Turkish internal politics and foreign policy are intrinsically 

interrelated, the AKP government took advantage of the Turkish conservatives’ desire to support 

the Palestinian cause, especially after Hamas won the parliamentary election in 2006. The AKP 

labelled itself as the guardian of the Palestinian cause. The AKP foreign policy’s bias to support the 

Palestinian cause including mainly Hamas and the Gaza issue became particularly obvious after the 

start of the 2008 Gaza war, the 2009 Davos incident, the 2010 Low Chair incident and the 2010 

Mavi Marmara attack. The AKP’s support of Hamas and Gaza was used as an instrument by the 

party’s elites to strengthen AKP’s internal and external position (as will be mentioned later in depth 

in CH 5, 6 and 7). What deserves to be mentioned here is that despite the AKP’s ostensible formal 

and informal bias towards the Palestinian cause, this support does not exceed the vision of the 

“two-state solution” and “the Arab-Israeli peace initiative”, and does not harm the strategic 

interests of the regional and Western states, especially Israel. 

 

3.8 Conclusion 

It can be argued that the broad history provided for each political actor in CH 3 is quite heavy. 

However, it was important to show the complexity, instability, dilemmas, and paradoxes in both 

the political and ideological evolutions of the main Turkish political parties. We can compare this 

for instance with Palestinian resistance factions which have been founded in very difficult 

situations, but which at least have followed a kind of continuous line in their evolution. This 

certainly did not happen for the main Turkish parties. Therefore, taking into consideration the 

importance of the internal Turkish situation in shaping Turkish foreign policy, this chapter was 

needed in the structure of the thesis in order to provide a deep understanding of the political map 

of Turkey. To be much clearer, studying the Turkish foreign policy without having a focus on its 

internal political map is likely to be a much less productive analysis. It would also create a 



  135 
 

substantial gap in understanding how the Turkish foreign policy towards Israel and Palestine has 

functioned.  

Despite the fact that the political map of Turkey is highly diverse and fragmented, the relations 

between the AKP and the current opposition parties have escalated to a high degree of contention 

due to a lot of ideological differences as well as disagreements about the way the country should 

be governed. The secularists and Kemalists always considered political Islam to be a threat to the 

secularist state of Turkey. Within this context, the AKP’s reforms were seen as an attempt to 

Islamise both the Turkish home and foreign policy. On the other hand, the various attempts and 

efforts between the AKP and the Kurdish movement to broker a peace agreement with the Kurds 

have proved fruitless. Eventually, because of the failed peace attempts, relations between the 

Kurdish movement and the AKP is now worse than before negotiations started.  

The power of the military, which existed pre-2002, has been reduced through the AKP reforms. 

These reforms expanded the power of civil government at the expense of the army. Before 2002, 

four military coups took place, i.e. whenever the army felt that the secular state was threatened 

by the government’s perceived actions against Atatürk’s principles. This led to an unstable state 

and economic worries before 2002. Furthermore, the 2016 attempted coup proved two important 

aspects. Firstly, the power of the army has been further limited. They no longer have the same 

power and influence as before. Secondly, the legal and constitutional amendments to reduce the 

army’s intervention are not enough by themselves. In fact, besides these legislative changes, the 

military culture within the army’s ranks would be best changed. This through providing a different 

vision of its role, making the pattern of military coups which has been entrenched for decades 

much more unlikely to happen in the future. 

 The media has always been one of the major factors in the escalation of conflicts between the 

Turkish political parties. In other words, the media was instrumentalised by both the ruling party 

and the opposition parties to undermine the power positions of their respective leaders. Besides, 

the concept of the Deep State has always played an important role in the Turkish perception of the 

country’s institutional organisation. It has always been used by the ruling party to defend a large 

range of policies which they wanted to bring forward. 
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4.1 Introduction 

Since the ascent of the AKP to power in Turkey at the end of 2002, the AKP government’s policy 

initially expanded cooperation with the Middle East and included a renewed focus on the 

Palestinian cause, particularly after Hamas won the Palestinian Legislative Council (PLC) elections 

in 2006. In the meantime, Turkey maintained a great collaboration with Israel and the West. 

Claiming to be a regional power, the AKP’s foreign policy was multi-dimensional, based on 

independence, openness, improving regional relations with other states, and positioning Turkey 

in the role of regional mediator. This policy lasted from 2002 until the beginning of the Arab Spring.  

I will be departing from the argument that the essence of Turkish foreign policy during this period 

was based on expanding Turkey’s relations with almost everyone (whether Arabs, Israel, or the 

West) as well as pleasing various internal actors. This is because the AKP government was 

pragmatic in pursuing a harmony between Turkey’s material and ideological interests. The 

harmony came as a response to Turkey’s stable internal situation, to some extent, as well as 

Turkey’s improved relations with the regional and international actors. Within this context, we can 

understand that the openness policy of the AKP towards the Arabs including the Palestinian cause 

did not impact upon the Turkish relations with Israel, as has been assumed in some conservative 

Arab, Israeli and Turkish literature. On the contrary, it deepened and expanded the Turkish-Israeli 

relations to different fields instead of being mainly focused on the security one. Additionally, 

Turkey played a mediating role in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict from 2002 up until the beginning 

of the Gaza war in 2008. This mediating role increased after the victory of Hamas in the 2006 PLC 

elections. 

The structure of this chapter is as follows: the first part discusses briefly the confrontation between 

various Turkish ideological elites in regarding Turkish national identity and how the AKP dealt with 

it. Secondly, I will delve into the expanded AKP foreign policy and its principles, focusing on both 

socio-economic and socio-political fields. Thirdly, the impact of the AKP’s policy on the Turkish-

Israeli relations will be focussed on. The fourth point will deal with the AKP position on the 

Palestinian cause. Lastly, an analysis of Hamas PLC elections victory will be provided in connection 
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with the position of the international community, Israel and Turkey on the PLC elections and the 

Palestinian government’s formation. 

 

4.2 The Turkish national identity 

Since 1923, the military’s legitimacy has much increased. The army has controlled the centre of 

power over a long period and has orientated the regional policies of Turkey in the direction of a 

co-existence with modern Western civilisation. According to Patricia Carley: “Atatürk’s policy was 

oriented away from the East and away from other Turkic and Islamic peoples. From the very start 

of his military struggle for Turkey, he firmly eschewed any form of Pan-Turkism or Pan-Islamism” 

(Carley, 1995).  Within this context, the army has transformed secularism into a tool to deny 

religion any power and to fight against its political influence. Gradually, the military reached the 

position of designing the state policy and of being the guardians of the ideological foundations of 

the state. This duty was legally grounded for the army in Article 35 of the Internal Service Law No. 

211 of 1961, which stated that: “The duty of the Turkish Armed Forces is to protect and defend the 

Turkish homeland and the Turkish Republic as determined in the Constitution” (Sarigil, 2014, p. 7). 

The Internal Service Regulations has also emphasised the military’s role in Article 85/1 which 

stated that the Armed Forces must “defend the country against internal as well as external threats, 

if necessary by force” (Knaus, 2010). Besides, the military itself was eager to avoid the internal 

differences which could weaken its own ideological unity, particularly on the issue of religion as 

well as the increased risk of Islamic infiltration in the state. Pinar Tank argued that military leaders 

were in part responsible for the Islamic revival. Tank said:  

“During the 1970s, the rise of anti-system ideologies such as Marxist-Leninism and fascism 

brought the country to the brink of anarchy, culminating in the 1980 coup. The military 

launched changes to society. Among the societal reforms they sought was the removal of 

competing for anti-system ideologies from the political arena. The alternative they presented 

as a counterbalance to these ideologies was the welding of religion and nationalism that 

came to be known as the Turkish-Islamic synthesis. Through this project of social engineering, 
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religion was enlisted to reinforce national identity as a bulwark against leftist ideology” 

(Tank, 2007, p. 10-11).  

Richard Tapper shared the view of Tank: “A tacit admission of the failure of the ideology and forms 

of Kemalist republicanism led to a reassessment of its elements and a perception of the need for 

reinforcing an unchanging national culture and eliminating foreign influences” (Hart, 2013). 

Furthermore, there is no doubt that the practical actions of secularists and the use of authoritarian 

slogans for an extended period of time in Turkey created an environment of cultural alienation 

and the creation of an identity crisis felt by various social groups, especially the middle and working 

classes. Ayşe Kadıoğlu wrote: “The question of national identity in Turkey was hardly posed as ‘Who 

are the Turks?’ However, rather ‘Who and/or how are the Turks going to be?” (Kadıoğlu, 1998, p. 

177). These factors created public pressure to demand the expansion of religious freedom. Indeed, 

the relationship between religion and the Turkish state has always been complicated. Within this 

complex political environment, the secular political and military elites had perceived religion in 

two different ways, the first one as a threat to the survival of the Turkish state and the second one 

as a tool for ensuring its survival when other ideological beliefs are determined to be greater 

threats. 

Indeed, it can be argued that secularism or Kemalism in Turkey did not originate with a historic 

democratic revolution which could have moved the Turkish society from a historical backwardness 

to an era of modernity. The Kemalist practised a policy of persecution towards the multi-ethnic 

and minorities groups including the Kurds and Alevis. They even blocked the entrance of the 

minorities towards a true citizenship and the building of a unified state. Gözaydın pointed out the 

characteristics of the secular social order during the Kemalist ruling:  

“From the very first days of the Republic, secularism in Turkey has meant safeguarding the 

state against social forces, as the 1982 Constitution has once again strongly proven. The 

official conception of secularism in Turkey complements this statist tradition. This tradition is 

characterised by a denial of the existence of autonomous political and cultural realms within 

society, regarding these as threats against the existence of the state and advocating that 
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legitimate social practices are limited to practices supervised by the state” (Hurd, 2014, p. 

432).  

As a result of this policy, secularism itself gradually turned into a sacred-like ideology or a new 

religion which denied the role of Islam in constituting the Turkish national identity. Moreover, the 

Turkish state under the leadership of the secularists moved far from its history and isolated itself 

from some form of integration into its regional environment, the Arab and Islamic world, either 

because of accumulated problems with their geographical neighbours, or the secularist elites were 

dominated by a feeling that hostile countries surrounded Turkey. 

The turning point occurred after the rise of the Islamic movements. The relationship between 

secularists and Islamists became much more complicated. Both of them emphasised the 

uniqueness of the national culture and adopted a clear trend of acceptance towards globalisation 

and the European Union. From the secularists’ point of view, the rise of Islamism and political 

Islam in Turkey was seen as a major threat to the concept of Turkish national identity and as a 

signal of the demise of Turkish nationalism. From the Islamists’ perspective, they saw the secularist 

project as antithetic to Islam. Dov Waxman pointed out in his article Islam and Turkish National 

Identity: A reappraisal that “Kemalism was hostile to Islam and sought to replace the religious 

identification hitherto prevalent amongst the Turkish population with a national identification” 

(Waxman, 1997, p. 8).  

Despite the above-mentioned point, the main argument between Islamists and secularists was 

more about the extent of the religion influence in forming the Turkish identity. This has been 

asserted in Bernard Lewis’s study the Emergence of Modern Turkey: “After a century of 

Westernisation; Turkey has undergone immense changes. However, the deepest Islamic roots of 

Turkish life and culture are still alive, and the ultimate identity of Turk and Müslim in Turkey is still 

unchallenged” (Lewis, 1962, p. 424).  

With the arrival of the AKP to power, the crisis took the form of an actual confrontation between 

the secularists and the Islamists. Within this context, the AKP government’s policies and its reforms 

created high tension within the political parties. From the AKP’s perspective, Erdoğan asserted the 

importance of the changes that the AKP government brought to the Turkish system or the Turkish 
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national identity in comparison with the previous system. These changes, according to the 

perspective of the AKP government, was necessary in order to rebuild Turkey’s position in the 

regional and international system. Erdoğan said: 

“Once there was a Turkey that was afraid of its own shadow, afraid of its own nation. 

Regarding international issues, this old Turkey was hiding behind the back of dominant 

powers. In my view, those who still gather around the markers of that old Turkey cannot be 

the nation’s representatives, because that does not represent our nation. We increased 

Turkey’s international prestige, and we became the voice of the wretched in the world” 

(Alaranta, 2015a, p. 12-13). 

An actual clash took place for instance, in 2003, when Chief of Staff General Özkök criticised the 

government’s wish to relax rules concerning the use of headscarves in public, noting that they are 

a powerful symbol of dissent “aimed at eroding the Republican traditions” (Dymond, 2003). 

Additionally, in January 2003, Abdullah Gül, then Prime Minister, was given a warning by the army 

following his comments on the expulsion, without due process, of seven officers from the military. 

These military officers were being accused of undertaking Islamist activities. Furthermore, a swift 

public reprimand also from Chief of Staff Özkök warned Gül against interference in military affairs: 

“This exceptional circumstance has undoubtedly encouraged those involved in anti-secular 

activities” (Hürriyet Daily News, 2003). Additionally, there was an issue with higher education 

reforms, which emerged in May 2004. The parliament passed a law allowing students from 

religious schools such as Imam hatip students to enter higher education. The military’s response 

was unequivocal: “The sections of society who are dedicated to the core pillars of the Republic 

should not be expected to accept this motion” (Schleifer, 2004). This led to the immediate 

intervention from the then-Turkish President Sezer who imposed a veto on this bill. 

To sum up, national identities are considered to be the most important factors governing the 

regional policies of a state. Despite its essential role in drawing up the regional and foreign policy, 

national identity cannot be calculated by the usual means used to measure the strength of the 

economy and how it relates to the global economy, or to measure the proportion of exports to 

imports. However, the perception of identity in Turkey did not grow naturally step by step, but 
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became more a real conflict which extended over a long period (Civan, Genç, Taşer & Atakul, 2013). 

Therefore, the Turkish state cannot really form a bridge between the Western world and the 

Middle East, geographically, economically and culturally, until it can solve the dilemma of its own 

national identity and build a balanced relationship between the components which could 

constitute that identity: the recognition, identification and sense of belonging. The real solution 

might be to look at its diverse identities and build on the possible establishment of the relationship 

between Islam and democracy, as well as on the acceptance of civil power, intellectual and political 

pluralism, minority rights and public and private freedoms within the country. Unfortunately, this 

did not seem to be acceptable before 2002. 

 

4.3 The expansion of Turkish foreign policy   

Before 2002, Turkish foreign policy was determined by its military character. Despite the fact that 

Turkey suffered from different problems, all along its history Turkey still had a strategic relevance 

and could be a promoter of regional stability. Paul Wolfowitz, the former President of the World 

Bank, pointed out:  

“There is no another country to which the word strategic applies more than to Turkey. It is 

perhaps a cliche these days, but Turkey truly does play an important bridging role between 

several poles: East and West; economic backwardness and modernisation; an imperial past 

and a modern present; and religious obscurantism and civic modernity. Moreover, Turkey’s 

contributing role at the end of the Cold War should not be forgotten; its resolve as a NATO 

member on the Soviet frontier was crucial to that organisation’s ability to stand up to the 

Soviet threat” (Carley, 1995).  

After the election of the AKP in 2002, the Turkish foreign policy underwent unprecedented 

developments, including establishing international alliances, a different vision of the Turkish 

geographical location, human and economic potential, as well as a rebuilding of the relationships 

with its Arab and Islamic neighbours. The leading figure of this active foreign policy - called 

Strategic Depth - is Ahmet Davutoğlu. The core components of strategic depth are geographical 
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depth and historical depth. Davutoğlu considered Turkey as a central country in this case, and it 

should not be seen only as a mere bridge or as a terminal country, or even as a normal country. 

This vision emerged because Turkey is located in the heart of the region (Davutoğlu, 2010). 

Davutoğlu said: 

“Turkey enjoys multiple regional identities and thus has the capability as well as the 

responsibility to follow an integrated and multidimensional foreign policy. The unique 

combination of our history and geography brings with it a sense of responsibility. To 

contribute actively towards conflict resolution and international peace and security in all 

these areas is a call of duty arising from the depths of a multidimensional history for Turkey” 

(Grigoriadis, 2010, p. 5).  

This strategic, political and socio-economic context created different opportunities for Turkey to 

be become more involved in the region. Therefore, Turkey started to use a new language from its 

position such as stable, peaceful, prosperous, independent and credible. Alvin Z. Rubinstein of the 

University of Pennsylvania stressed the importance of Turkey’s role in the Middle East. Rubinstein 

said: “Turkey is simply the most important country in the Middle East. What Turkey does or does 

not do will critically affect the course of events, including stability, not only in the Middle East but 

also in the Caucasus, Central Asia, the Balkans, and the West” (Carley, 1995). Consequently, the 

foreign policy of the AKP government was multidimensional.  

From Theory to Practice  

The AKP made various efforts to establish its new vision through five principles, including: 

Firstly, the disappearance of any problem with neighbouring countries, a policy called zero 

problems. Following this policy, Turkey established cordial relations with its neighbours including 

the Balkan states, the Middle East, the Caucasus and Central Asia (Davutoğlu, 2012a, p. 7-8). 

According to Davutoğlu, the location of Turkey provided an opportunity to redefine itself in a 

position of Afro-Eurasia: “Turkey is a country at the epicentre of the Balkans, the Middle East, and 

the Caucasus, the centre of Eurasia in general and is in the middle of the Rimland belt cutting across 

the Mediterranean to the Pacific” (Harris, 2009). This new policy aimed to fulfil the Turkish 

economic and political interests. Within this context, Davutoğlu described Turkey’s new policy 
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towards its neighbours as the European integration process. Davutoğlu said: “Similar to the way 

the EU abolished all borders we will do the same in the Balkans as well as in the Middle East. What 

made Germany and France rise again after the war? It is because they have integrated with their 

vicinity. This is what we mean by zero problems with neighbours policy” (Gunay & Renda, 2014, p. 

47-67). As a result of this policy, the Turkish relations with most of its neighbouring countries, 

including the non-Islamic governments, improved considerably.   

Compared with the previous orientation of the Turkish regional relations, the case of Syria was 

considered the most prominent example of the openness policy of the AKP government. This 

amounted to what can be described as a shake-up in the strategic relations between the two 

countries. The Turkish-Syrian relations were extended to different agreements such as one on free 

trade (Davutoğlu, 2010). For instance, the economic partnership rose rapidly between the two 

states: Syria’s export to Turkey rose from $ 187 million in 2006 to $ 662 million in 2010 (Phillips, 

2012). According to Yasin Ali Salmaz: “Syrian border is the opening gate to the Arab world, and the 

Arab world is one of the most prominent export areas of the Turkish trade” (Salmaz, 2011). 

Within this context, Bashar al-Assad visited Ankara in January 2004, and a return visit by Erdoğan 

took place in December 2004. Additionally, both countries held various joint military exercises 

(Larrabee, 2010, p. 157-180). William Hale emphasised that the major problems in the Turkish-

Syrian relations began to find a solution: “The dispute over the Euphrates seemed to have been laid 

aside, to the extent that Turkey offered to pump water from the Tigris into Syria, at the point where 

it flowed along the Syrian border” (Hale, 2007).  

Furthermore, Turkey had played a major mediating role in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and the 

Israeli-Syrian conflict. For instance, under the mediation of the AKP government, indirect talks 

between Israel and Syria began in January 2008 and continued until the 2008 Gaza war in 

December 2008. These talks were aimed at resolving the accumulated problems between the two 

countries including the Golan Heights (Davutoğlu, 2012b). The then Israeli Infrastructure Minister 

Binyamin Ben-Eliezer acknowledged the mediating efforts of Turkey to resolve the tension in the 

Turkish-Israeli relations. Ben-Eliezer said: “The Israeli people and the government are grateful for 

Turkey for its mediation in talks with Syria and its contributions to regional stability” (IHS, 2008). 
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The same efforts were channelled into the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. This will be discussed later 

in this chapter. 

Another example of the development of Turkish relations with neighbouring countries was with 

Iraq. The ties with Iraq evolved to a great extent, especially after the formation of a High-Level 

Strategic Cooperation Council (HLSC) between the two countries in 2008. As a result of this, eight 

agreement of cooperation fields between the two countries were signed including security and 

energy (Kumral, 2016). The AKP government tended to develop its relations with the Kurdistan 

Regional Government (KRG). During the official visit of Davutoğlu to open a Turkish consulate in 

Erbil, he said: “We are the gate of Iraq to the European Union. Moreover, Erbil is our gate opening 

to Basra” (Grigoriadis, 2010, p. 7). Moreover, the Turkish business people union created a Business 

Turks summit in Africa, and the Independent Industrialists and Businessmen Association (Müstakil 

Sanayici ve İşadamları Derneği, MÜSİAD) organised a grand meeting of business people in the Gulf, 

and the same organisation played an active role with regard to the European Union, using these 

combined efforts to draw a new picture of Turkey (Rudincová, 2014). 

What deserves to be mentioned is that contrary to the analysis of many scholars, the openness 

and pro-activism policy of the AKP government towards Turkey’s neighbours was not new. In fact, 

these policies had been established before the AKP came to power since Turgut Özal’s period. Özal 

tried to foster more balanced relations with the Middle East and the West. This was through 

seeking to establish an economic pact among the Arab countries, based on free trade and 

economic co-operation. Following this policy, Özal proposed a ‘peace-water’ project to distribute 

Turkish waters through pipelines to Arab countries. However, this project was abandoned due to 

its high cost. According to Berdal Aral: “Özal sought to establish constructive bilateral and 

multilateral relations with other Islamic countries and the Turkic republics, especially through 

economic devices. Given the extent and depth of his commitment in this regard, he was undeniably 

unique in the history of republican Turkey” (Aral, 2001, p. 85). Cengiz Dinc and Mustafa Yetim share 

Aral’s view: 

“Since Özal, Turkey’s interest toward the region has constantly increased. Özal’s period was 

critical in mobilising Turkish business circles to be more active in the region and also in 
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bringing Arab capital to Turkey. Özal did not shy away from emphasising Turkey’s ‘Islamic’ 

identity in order to develop political and economic relations with the Middle East countries; 

he also thought that such a development would help for deepening the ties with the EU and 

U.S. The expression of this view was the metaphor of the ‘Bridge Country’ by which Özal 

meant that Turkey ought to appropriate the best of East and West” (Dinc & Yetim, 2012, p. 

71). 

Of course, the AKP government’s policy was more effective and wider in terms of rebuilding the 

relations with the Middle East. This is because, during Özal’s period, the Kemalists’ influence was 

still very strong. They constrained Özal’s internal and external political and economic reforms, 

especially with regards to the Middle East.  

Secondly, Turkish foreign policy is multidimensional, which means that relations with the regional 

and international players are not alternatives to each other, but rather complement each other. 

Therefore, the developments in the Turkish-Israeli ties should not be seen as an alternative to the 

Turkish relations with the Arab countries or vice versa (Davutoğlu, 2012a, p. 7-8; Davutoğlu, 

2012b). Within this context, Turkey established harmonious relations with both the East and West. 

For instance, it hosted the NATO summit in 2004 (Guardian, 2004) as well as hosting many other 

international forums. Additionally, Turkey was granted an observer-state position in the African 

Union in 2005, which could be interpreted as a normal policy resulting from Turkey opening up to 

Africa (Turkey’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2015).  

Moreover, Ekmeleddin Ihsanoglu, a Turkish scholar, was selected to be the general secretary of 

the Organization of Islamic Conference in 2004. Besides, Turkey succeeded in obtaining the status 

of observer in the Arab League, the Association of Caribbean States (ACS) and the Organization of 

the American States (OAS) (Kanat, 2010). Turkey also has signed with the Arab League a special 

agreement for the formation of the Turkish-Arab Forum, after the meeting of Iraq’s neighbouring 

countries. On the other hand, the AKP government had pushed for Turkey’s full membership in 

the EU and got to the first step when the EU agreed on opening negotiations for accession in 2005 

(Giannotta, 2012). Furthermore, in October 2008, Turkey was elected as a non-permanent 

member of the UN Security Council (Kirişci, 2009, p. 32).  
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Thirdly, Turkish foreign policy is a result of the combined interaction between its domestic, 

regional and international politics (Hussain, 2011). Fourthly, the role of Turkey is also important in 

the inter-civilizational and interreligious dialogue (Yükleyen, 2009, p. 121-122). Fifthly, Turkish 

policy is based on the concept of soft power rather than hard power (Davutoğlu, 2010).  

Regional impact  

In fact, unlike the Kemalists, the AKP government turned the concept of Turkish national security 

into a positive tool to strengthen their relations with the Arab countries. The above-mentioned 

AKP’s efforts contributed to improve Turkey’s standing in the Arab countries from being a US’ 

“follower” and “poodle” to be a “model” ally (Kramer, 2010, p. 13). By instrumentalising the 

historical, cultural and religious bonds, the AKP government was able to eliminate Arab’s 

stereotypes and negative images on Turkey. This progress was in both the Arab public and their 

governments’ opinion on Turkey. Within this context, Ankara gained more political space, 

legitimacy and confidence in its neighbourhood.  

Furthermore, many Arabs started to link the concept of ‘model’ to the AKP government after 

achieving internal and external developments. The Arab public opinion had seen the AKP 

experience from the perspective of good governance, foreign policy activism, model leadership 

and the capacity to take independent decisions. What is more, from the Arab perspective, the 

main significant success of the AKP government lie in its ability to balance between different 

interests and principles: material vs. ideological values; West vs. (Middle) East; domestic vs. 

international. According to Aylin Şenol: “In the Middle Eastern context, Turkish democracy has 

created such an appeal and attraction. It is clear that the more Turkey becomes democratised, the 

more attractive and influential it will become in its neighbourhood” (Şenol, 2010). Ana Almuedo 

shared Şenol’s view: 

“Ankara is perceived in a different way among Arab countries: its democratisation and 

political stability, its economic growth in an open economy eager to sign trading agreements 

and even to sign visa liberalisation policies with Arab countries, the diplomatic activism and 

the reputation Erdoğan is enjoying today as a hero among the Arab countries made Turkey 



  148 
 

emerge as a constructive and benign power for the countries in the region” (Almuedo, 2011, 

p. 15). 

What is more, many Arabs in the mass media and from scholarly circles had perceived the 

developments that the AKP government has done in both domestic and foreign policy, especially 

the zero problems policy as a way to revive the Ottoman heritage but in a much more modern way 

called ‘neo-Ottomanism’. Such an idea (the Turkish Renaissance project) coupled with the way that 

the AKP sold their independent foreign policy to the region, could mobilise many Arabs, especially 

the Islamic parties and the conservative elites. This is because many of them were connected to 

the concept of a caliphate, a united land and a single flag for the Muslim population. Despite the 

fact that the AKP formed an Islamic-oriented government, but was also thought of in a favourable 

manner among the Arab’s nationalists, especially at times when the AKP government expressed 

anti-West discourse. 

From another perspective, it can be argued that the role and importance of the Turkish mass 

media, including the cinema, helped create a new image of Turkey in the Arab countries as well as 

in enhancing association and inter-cultural relations between the Arab and Turkish societies. As a 

matter of fact, the Turkish cinema and TV series, in recent years, have been attractive to Arab public 

opinion. The latter was a successful tool for exercising sociological effects and for developing 

certain views and behaviours among the Arabs. Carola Cerami highlighted: 

 “The visibility of Turkish media in the Arab world, especially Turkish TV series and films, and 

the country’s increasing investment in education and religion were also attractive to the 

Arabs. The Arab and North African broadcasters compete to buy prime-time Turkish 

successes like Kurtlar vadisi (The valley of the wolves) or Gümüş (Silver). This latter soap 

opera, which is distributed in the Arab world with the title Nur (Light), has an audience of at 

least 85 million Arabs” (Cerami, 2013).  

Internal impact  

Parallel to these regional positive political changes, the Turkish economy developed considerably 

during the first period of the AKP government, including the spread of industry throughout 

Anatolia alongside diversification and regionalisation. Following the AKP efforts to contain the 
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economic crisis5 in Turkey, Anatolia is becoming an important economic actor in the region and the 

Turkish market became attractive to foreign countries. Turkey’s industrial and service sectors grew 

rapidly. Emiliano Alessandri asserted that the economic aspect, following AKP’s soft-power 

discourse, was one of the main drivers in the AKP foreign policy (Alessandri, 2010, p. 15). 

Furthermore, the AKP changed large sections of the assumptions and fundamental principles upon 

which the International Monetary Fund program was based, including the reliance on the fixed 

exchange system rather than a flexible exchange system. The AKP began a big wave of reforms 

sweeping the financial and administrative sectors during the period from 2002 to 2007 including 

new fiscal arrangements for the banking system as well as the privatisation state companies. As a 

result of this policy, the AKP government succeeded in pushing Turkey’s regional and international 

status through the promotion of its soft power as well as the construction of a socio-political and 

economic model for the region (Altunışık, 2010, p. 22). This created the following outcomes: 

 GDP growth jumped from -9,5% in 2001 to 4.7% in 2007 with an average annual rate of 

7.2%. The economy recorded a 6.2 % growth in 2002, 5.3 % in 2003, 9.4 % in 2004, 8.4 % 

in 2005, 6.9 % in 2006 (Hazel, Karacor & Ozturk, 2014, p. 26-37). The rapid economic 

growth in Turkey was due to many reasons including increasing volume of export of Turkish 

goods, raising the domestic demand, increased foreign investments which contributed to 

domestic production, as well as finding trade connections with new foreign markets 

(Karagöl, 2013, p. 116-117). 

 Unemployment rate rose from 8,4% in 2001 to 10,3% in 2007. Budget deficit declined from 

16% in 2001 to 1,6% in 2007. The inflation rate in Turkey reached 53,46 % in 2001, but at 

the end of 2007, this had decreased to 8,78 %. The investment rate of the private sector 

rose by 300 % while public sector investment rose by 100 % (Hazel, Karacor & Ozturk, 2014, 

p. 26-37). 

Although Turkish foreign policies played a major role on the international political map,  it seems, 

however, that Turkey did not count the side-effect of intervening in global issues and having a 

                                                           
5In 2001, Turkey faced one of the hardest economic crises in its history including high inflation, increasing 
the unemployment and weakens of the Turkish Lira. 
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regional role in the international system. According to AbdülKadir Civan, Savaş Genç, Davut taşer 

and Sinem Atakul: “The biggest risk that threatens this new and major preference of Turkish foreign 

policy is the presence of many regional conflicts in the Middle East and African countries. Parallel 

to these risks, Turkey’s industrial substructure, is quite weak” (Civan, Genç, Taşer & Atakul, 2013, 

p. 110). 

Various perspectives on the AKP policy towards the Middle East 

Turkey under the AKP rule has become a key player in Middle East politics, basing its new foreign 

policy on the concept of strategic depth. This policy transformed Turkey into a central country in 

the region. With this policy, the AKP use of soft power was increased. Additionally, Turkey 

appeared as a model which could unite both the Western democracy project and the Eastern 

political Islam project. The AKP policy towards the Middle East including its mediating role in the 

Palestinian-Israeli conflict as well as the Syrian-Israeli conflict has had widely contrasting 

interpretations from different scholars, politicians and journalists. Some of them have interpreted 

the new Turkish role in the Middle East as an attempt to cover the real goal which the AKP 

government wanted to achieve. For instance, Rami Khouri said: 

“The motivation for assuming the mediator’s role is often the attempt to disguise the fact 

that one is a party to the web of relations one is operating within. I would like to call this the 

camouflage approach. Turkey’s goal is not only to mediate in the Middle East but to re-enter 

the Middle East and to counterbalance Iran’s increasing role in the region. This is an 

absolutely legitimate desire. Hence Turkey’s mediation is symptomatic of this desire” (Khouri, 

2009).  

According to the analysis of Ana Almuedo, the AKP’s mediating role aimed to compensate the 

political vacuum which emerged due to the deterioration of the Turkish relations with the US and 

the EU: “Ankara has already started to act as a mediator in the conflicts among the regional actors, 

and to promote institution building and economic interdependence. This cooperative strategy is 

driven by its immediate security vulnerability. Turkey’s recent diplomatic activism does not, 

however, mean turning away from the West” (Almuedo, 2011, p. 15). Altunışık and Martin shared 

Almuedo’s view: “The problems in the EU process, corresponding especially to the second term of 
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the AKP, led to an increase in efforts to diversify Turkish foreign policy, to place more emphasis on 

developing relations with other regions, including the Middle East” (Altunışık & Martin, 2011, p. 

578-579).  

Selcen Öner, a Turkish scholar at Bahçeşehir University in Istanbul, asserted that both the foreign 

policy and the soft power of the AKP government towards the Middle East were instrumentalised 

to gaining regional and international position. Öner argued that the real goal behind the increase 

of the AKP’s public diplomacy towards the Middle East was to minimise as much as possible the 

Turkish problems with its neighbouring countries. This, of course, was not aimed to distance 

Turkey from the West. Within this context, Öner saw the opening of the Public Diplomacy Office 

within the Turkish Prime Ministry in 2010 as a clear sign in the way to institutionalise the AKP’s 

soft power (Öner, 2013, p. 7-13). By contrast, Efraim Inbar claimed that: “The contours of the new 

Turkish foreign policy indicates a propensity to distance itself from the West and a quest for 

enhanced relations with Muslim countries” (Inbar, 2011).  

Ofra Bengio has provided another perspective. Bengio emphasised that the core principles of AKP 

policy towards the Middle East were based on: 

“Firstly, playing a pivotal role in the region, or what Turkish analysts have termed as Neo-

Ottomanism or the Turkish grand strategy in the Middle East. Secondly, multilateralism, 

which meant courting Arab and Muslim countries of the region while keeping its ties with 

Israel. Thirdly, engaging its neighbours for the sake of ensuring zero conflicts with them. 

Fourthly, playing the role of mediator in different regional problems. Fifthly, attempting to 

strike a new balance between its European and Middle East policies. Sixthly, setting a model 

of a democratic Muslim state for Arab and Muslim countries, in contrast to Iran” (Bengio, 

2009a, p. 44). 

To sum, despite the fact that many scholars considered the AKP’s new foreign policy especially 

towards the Middle East as a departure from an intense strategic alliance with the West, I argue 

that this openness policy should be seen within the context of maintaining harmonious relations 

with almost everyone. Therefore, Turkey is not turning away from the West, but is attempting to 
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formulate its foreign policy in a wider perspective, by adopting multidimensional relations. 

Abdullah Gül emphasised this in his speech when he talked about the issue of Iraq:  

“Iraq is another important issue. Our government has pursued a balanced policy in this 

matter. Today, in Iraq, we have achieved a position that is based on political dialogue with 

the US, that does not contradict the principles of the European Union, and that has earned 

public sympathy in the Islamic world and the Middle East” (Gunay & Renda, 2014, p. 47-67).  

Of course, the AKP government had a self-interest behind this policy. These interests included, 

internally, to demonstrate to its own people the effectiveness and productivity of the AKP’s policy. 

Such a policy contributed to a large part to attract more voters, to prove the credibility of the AKP’s 

political program as well as to strengthen the AKP’s position when facing the opposition parties 

and their policy to topple the government. Externally it helped achieve various economic and 

political developments and improved the position of Turkey in the region.  

 

4.4 The Turkish-Israeli relations after AKP’s ascent to power 

Couple of domestic, regional and international developments pushed the traditional Turkish 

foreign policy to expand from being security-oriented to be varied and multidimensional. These 

changes also led AKP government to read its foreign policy priorities and preferences in a different 

way, where Turkey can adopt new approaches when balancing carefully its interests between the 

West and the East. By understanding the dynamics of the region and the international 

environment, the AKP government gave special attention to the Turkish-Israeli relations and 

tended to deepen it in various aspects. This was contrary to the expectations of many conservative 

scholars and writers who assumed that the relations between Turkey and Israel would decrease if 

the AKP came to power. According to Ofra Bengio: 

 “One of the most important explanations for Turkish-Israeli relations longevity is that the 

two states have no serious problems on the bilateral level. They have never engaged in a war 

against each other, nor do they pose any sort of strategic menace to one another. Quite the 
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opposite. Similarly, the generally positive historical bonds between the two nations have also 

contributed to this longevity.” (Bengio, 2009a, p. 47-48). 

Bengio’s view has been emphasised by Erdoğan in his interview with Ha’aretz in June 2004. This 

interview is worth mentioning. Erdoğan said:  

“First of all, regarding our relations with Israel, they must be understood on several different 

fronts. One is the relationship between the governments, and the other is between the 

peoples. Moreover, another way of looking at our relations would be through our political, 

economic, trade and social ties. When we look at relations on the level of the peoples, we 

cannot even conceive of any problems. As far as the Turkish side is concerned, there are no 

problems here. It is not even on our agenda. There might be different evaluations by some 

individuals or some marginal groups, but as far as the Turkish government is concerned, our 

view with regard to Israel is very objective. ... However, at the level of the government, we 

are in favour of the peace process being regenerated, and the government of Israel has not 

contributed to our efforts to do so. Why am I saying this? I would have wished that a 

government, a cabinet, would not decide to carry out an assassination, because governments 

should never put aside the law” (Turan, 2008, p. 120-121). 

Within this context, Mkhaimar Abusada, the head of the political sciences department at Al-Azhar 

University- Gaza stressed that Erdogan’s ruling experience is different from the other former 

governing elites in the fact that he enjoys a high degree of pragmatism and he promotes his 

country’s interest above any considerations of revenge or personal. Abusada also highlighted the 

importance of the Turkish-Israeli relations and described it as strategic in that one partner cannot 

give up on the other (Abusada, 2015). 

Political and diplomatic relations  

The political and diplomatic relations between Turkey and Israel have strengthened after the rise 

of the AKP to power in Turkey. The relations between both countries have witnessed exchange 

visits at the formal and non-formal level. The then Turkish Foreign Minister Abdullah Gül visited 

Israel on 3-5th January 2005, and this visit was very well prepared by both parties because it was 

the first official visit from a high-ranking Turkish official since the arrival of the AKP to power (Saleh, 
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2007). Additionally, following the Turkish attempts to advance the peace process in the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict, in May 2005, Erdoǧan visited Israel with a couple of Turkish ministers, MPs and 

business people, and met the then Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon. This visit came at a sensitive 

political period in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, especially after multiple events had occurred 

including Arafat’s death, Mahmoud Abbas’ first presidential period, and the initial phase of the 

unilateral withdrawal from Gaza. According to Erdoǧan: “Turkey is interested in helping to find a 

solution to the conflict. Abu Mazen has brought hope and change to the region and must be 

strengthened” (Israel’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2005). 

There was also an official visit of the then Israeli President Shimon Peres to Ankara made on 11th 

November 2007. Peres was invited by the former President Abdullah Gül to deliver a speech in the 

Turkish Parliament, which was the first time that an Israeli president ever delivered a speech in 

front of the parliament of a Muslim-majority state. In the meantime, the Palestinian President 

Mahmoud Abbas was also invited to discuss the peace process between Israel and Palestine under 

Turkish mediation (Ertür, 2012). Peres said: 

 “We may be saying different prayers. However, our eyes are turned toward the same sky 

and the same vision for the Middle East. Here, in Turkey, the Jewish found a home of 

tolerance where they could freely practice their religion. The government of Turkey has 

changed, but bilateral relations have not changed” (Hürriyet Daily News, 2007).   

Abbas said: “We are aware of Turkey’s regional influence and we will always be looking to you to 

benefit from your democratic experiences” (Hürriyet Daily News, 2007). In fact, these AKP 

government’s efforts were harmonised with other international initiatives. The AKP government’s 

invitation of Peres and Abbas just came two weeks before the Annapolis talks. The Annapolis talks 

were held in the US on 27th November 2007, and aimed at renewing the Israeli-Palestinian peace 

process and execute the “Roadmap for Peace” (UN, 2007).  

Furthermore, there was also another official visit from Ehud Olmert, the then Israeli Prime 

Minister, to Ankara on 22nd December 2008. During his visit, Olmert emphasised the importance 

of the Turkish-Israeli relations. He met Erdoğan and different Turkish officials. Olmert talked about 

the desire of the Israeli government to increase the volume of trade with Turkey, which was then 
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$ 2,5 billion and to increase the number of Israeli companies operating in Turkey, which at that 

time was 152 (Frantzman & Kelly, 2015). 

Economic relations  

The Turkish-Israeli relations were not limited to the exchange of diplomatic representation or in 

cooperation such as the defence industry and military cooperation. Their relations evolved in 

many other fields including economy, tourism and energy (Kogan, 2005). What is more, the AKP 

had carried an invitation to invest Jewish capital in Turkey. In 2007, Sami Ofer, a Jewish business 

person, who was recorded as the 190th richest man in the world with a wealth of $ 3,1 billion 

(Erten, 2005), attempted to buy a 14,76% stake in the Turkish Petroleum Refineries Corporation 

(Türkiye Petrol Rafinerileri A.Ş., Tüpraş). The CHP as well as other opposition parties strongly 

criticised the AKP’s stance and tried to stop this initiative. Erdoğan responded: “When Jewish 

capital comes, you are against it. When Arab capital comes, you are against it. You are also against 

Western capital. So, who is your friend? They [those who are critical of foreign capital] cannot stop 

us! I am marketing my country” (Bacik, 2009, p. 35-36). However, the Turkish Council of State 

refused the proposal to privatise Tüpraş.  

The bilateral trade between the two countries increased significantly compared to the period 

before 2002. It reached almost 14,6 % per year on average from 2002 to 2007. For instance, in 

2002, the Turkish imports from Israel totalled $ 544 million while it rose to $ 1,081 billion in 2007. 

The same went to the Turkish exports to Israel, in 2002 it was $ 861 million while it rose in 2007 

to $ 1,658 billion (Turkstat, 2016a).  

According to the Observatory of Economic Complexity (OCE)6, the Turkish exports to Israel in 2007 

included the following (Simoes, 2011a): 

 

 

                                                           
6 The Economic Complexity Observatory (ECO) is an online resource for international trade data and economic 
complexity indicators available through interactive visualisations of countries and products (OEC, 2011). 
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Category  Export value   

Metal  $ 406 million Raw Iron Bars, Copper Wire, Hot-Rolled Iron Bars, 

Coated Flat-Rolled Iron, Other Small Iron Pipes, 

Cold-Rolled Iron, Tron Blocks and Iron Structures  

Machines  $ 2.33 million Insulated Wire, Refrigerators, Household Washing 

Machines, Air Conditioners, Video Displays, 

Electric Heaters, Large Construction Vehicles, 

Forging Machines, Electrical Transformers, Valves, 

Washing and Bottling Machines. 

Transportation  $ 219 million Cars, Delivery Trucks, Buses, Vehicle Parts, Trailers 

and Tractors 

Textiles  $ 193 million Light Rubberized Knitted Fabric, Non-Knit 

Women's Suits, Non-Knit Men's Suits, Non-Knit 

Men's Shirts, House Linens, Knit T-Shirts 

Plastics and Rubbers $ 106 million Plastic Housewares, Plastic Lids, Rubber Tires, Raw 

Plastic Sheeting and Acrylic Polymers 

Stone and Glass $ 102 million Glazed Ceramics, Building Stone and Glass Fibers 

Mineral Product $ 69.3 million Cement, Petroleum Gas and Refined Petroleum 

Chemical Products $ 61.8 million Cleaning Products, Dental Products, Ink and 

Carbonates 

Paper Goods $ 46.6 million  Facial Tissue, Paper Containers and Toilet Paper 

Vegetable Products $ 45.6 million Dried Fruits, Tropical Fruits, Dries Legumes and 

Other Nuts 

Precious Metal $ 40.6 million  Jewellery, Metal-Clad Products and Diamonds 
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Foodstuffs  $ 38.5 million Pasta, Chocolate, Fruit Juice, Rolled Tobacco, 

Animal Food, Alcohol and Cocoa Powder 

Miscellaneous $ 24.5 million  Seats, Light Fixtures, and Other Furniture 

Footwear and Headwear $ 6.93 million Leather Footwear and Footwear Parts 

 

According to the Observatory of Economic Complexity (OCE), the Turkish imports from Israel in 

2007 included the following (Simoes, 2011b):  

Category  Export value   

Chemical Products $ 197 million Cyclic Hydrocarbons, Packaged Medicaments, 

Phosphoric Acid, Acyclic Hydrocarbons and Nitrites 

and Nitrates 

Mineral Product $ 174 million Refined Petroleum 

Plastics and Rubbers $ 162 million Propylene Polymers, Ethylene Polymers and Raw 

Plastic Sheeting 

Machines  $ 135 million Calculators, Other Electrical Machinery, Liquid 

Dispersing Machines and Radio Receivers 

Metal  $ 106 million Scrap Iron, Tool Plates and Scrap Aluminium 

Instrument  $ 47.8 million LCDs, Medical Instruments, Chemical Analysis 

Instruments and Oscilloscopes 

Textiles  $ 44.7 million Non-Woven Textiles, Non-Retail Synthetic Filament 

Yarn and Knit Socks and Hosiery 

Paper Goods $ 22.8 million  Uncoated Paper, Toilet Paper and Facial Tissue 

Vegetable Products $ 16.5 million Sowing Seed, Dried Vegetables and Tropical Fruits 
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Transportation  $ 11.3 million Planes, Helicopters, Spacecraft, Aircraft Parts and 

Aircraft Launch Gear 

Stone and Glass $ 8.12 million Float Glass, Safety Glass and Asphalt 

Foodstuffs  $ 7.24 million Fruit Juice, Sauces and Seasonings and Animal Food 

Miscellaneous $ 1.94 million  Prefabricated Buildings and Medical Furniture 

 

One may wonder why these figures are important and relevant to my research. What is the added 

value here? It may at first seem irrelevant.  I can say that the political tension between Israel and 

Turkey, which will be discussed further on, did not lead to an economic crisis, but on the contrary 

in an increased trade between the two countries, and so I would have to ask myself why?  For an 

answer to this question, I think is important to have an overview over the main exported and 

imported products between the two countries. 

 Energy talks  

We can look first at the Medstream project which occupied a huge space in the Turkish-Israeli 

relations. This project was based on building a network of pipelines to supply oil, natural gas, 

electricity, and water from Turkey to Israel by combining the Blue Stream and Samsun-Ceyhan 

pipelines to Israel's Ashkelon-Eilat pipeline (Babalı, 2009, p. 25-33). This project led to intensive 

meetings between the Israeli and Turkish officials. The then Minister of National Infrastructures, 

Ben-Eliezer held different talks with the then Turkish Energy Minister, Mehmet Hilmi Güler and 

with Mehmet Uysal, the formal president and chairman of the Turkish national oil company 

(Türkiye Petrolleri Anonim Ortaklığı, TPAO). 

The military and  intelligence cooperation 

The military cooperation was not the major aspect of the Turkish-Israeli relations as it had been in 

the 1990s. Other fields including economic and energy have involved in shaping the new relations 

between the two countries. These military agreements as mentioned in chapter 2 were mostly 

signed before the AKP came to power. Accordingly, Yossi Melman argued: “The golden era of 
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cooperation in the security and intelligence fields between the two countries up until a decade ago 

will certainly not come back” (Melman, 2016).  

Both the 1974 arms embargo that was imposed by the US on Turkey following the Turkish military 

intervention in Cyprus in 1974 (Karagöz, 2004) as well as the armed conflict with the PKK created 

an “awareness” in the AKP government of the importance to become self-sufficient in arms 

manufacturing. As a result, Turkey tried to reduce its dependence on either Israel or other foreign 

power in the development of security industries and the capabilities of the Turkish army, including 

intelligence systems, tanks and airplane upgrades. Hüseyin Bağcı and Çağlar Kurçto asserted that 

the AKP government’s vision to become self-sufficient in arms production was understood by both 

government officials and Turkish political elites: 

“The procurement of indigenous weapon systems and sub-systems is seen as the primary tool 

to deploy modern weapon systems while decreasing Turkey’s susceptibility to arms 

embargoes. Turkish political elites have also perceived national defence industries to be 

beneficial for creating jobs and increasing export revenues... In sum, the local production and 

indigenisation of weapon systems have become the core principles in Turkish defence 

procurement as defence industrialisation was justified in terms of the pursuit of power, 

wealth and prestige” (Bağcı & Kurç, 2016, p. 1-25). 

In spite of its high economic costs and the need for foreign technology, the AKP government insists 

on being self-sufficient in its arms manufacturing. This stems from the AKP’s desires to acquire 

regional and international prestige, and increase its domestic popular support. Hüseyin Bağcı and 

Çağlar Kurçto argued that: 

“The main drivers of the Turkish defence industrialisation with the goal of defence autarky 

are: (1) the belief that there is an overall improvement in Turkey’s defence industrial 

capabilities, and the goal of autarky is still reachable, (2) increased defence exports promote 

the belief that Turkish defence industries have become sustainable and the trend will 

continue in the future and (3) the AKP exploits the defence industry and “indigenous” weapon 

systems for domestic prestige and, therefore, political gains” (Bağcı & Kurç, 2016, p. 1-25). 
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Through local Turkish armament manufacturers, they started to develop gradually different sort 

of military equipment. For instance, Turkish Aerospace Industries (TAI) with the technical support 

from BAE Systems (a British multinational defence, security and aerospace company) are working 

on developing the National Fighter Aircraft (TF-X). The TF-X is planned by 2023 to replace the 

Turkish Air Force’s F-16s (Ozbek, 2015). Despite the analysis mentioned above, this does not deny 

the fact that the two countries had military dealings during the AKP period. On 25th December 

2008, the Turkish government signed a $ 141 million contract with both Israel Aerospace 

Industries Ltd (IAI) and Elbit Systems Ltd. (Elbit) in order to “supply the Turkish Air Force with 

combined airborne IMINT (imagery intelligence) systems” (Elbit Systems, 2008). 

Taking advantage of Turkey’s geostrategic location which would provide an extensive 

manoeuvring space, Israel used the Turkish territory for various military exercises due to its 

restricted geographic location. Ali Serdar Erdurmaz pointed out: 

“Israel would come to Turkey using Turkish airspace to conduct pre-emptive, preventive 

strikes or counter attacks against the target country. The ability to launch attacks from or 

refuel over Turkey would greatly increase the striking range of Israeli aircraft. Addition to that 

training of Israeli pilots in Turkey’s airspace would provide them to have sufficient experience 

of flying over mountainous terrain modelled like potential threat’s terrain profile. The same 

goes for sea facilities in the event of a crisis because Israel’s territory is so small it needs safe 

havens for its warlords and vessels in another foreign territory in order to provide strategic 

depth to sustain a credible and secure following strike capability. Turkey’s geostrategic 

location, what Israel seeks provides precisely all those requirements to her” (Erdurmaz, 2012, 

p. 50). 

AKP’s limited mediation power vis-à-vis Israel  

As rather intense regional conflicts have inhibited cooperation in the region, Turkish foreign policy 

in recent years has been keen to play a third party role in mediation, especially in the Palestinian-

Israeli conflict. These AKP’s efforts to mediate in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict has increased 

especially after the 2005 Israeli pull-out from the Gaza Strip. The most significant activity of AKP 

government was the Industry for Peace initiative which was undertaken by the Turkish Union of 
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Chambers and Commodity Exchanges (Türkiye Odalar ve Borsalar Birliği, TOBB) (Çağlar & 

Kaptanoğlu, 2006). Additionally, the Turkish International Cooperation and Development Agency 

(Türk İşbirliği ve Koordinasyon İdaresi Başkanlığı, TIKA) opened a permanent office in the West 

Bank in 2005 in order to manage the Turkish development assistance in Palestine. TIKA has also 

implemented different development projects including the building of schools and hospitals 

(Turkey’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2016a).  

The AKP government asserted the importance of the economic aspect of its mediating role. Within 

this frame, in December 2003, the AKP government established a comprehensive economic and 

social development program in Palestine, in coordination with the Palestinian Authority. Another 

initiative of the AKP government was the Ankara Forum7. This Forum was initiated by the CEO of 

the Trade Chambers of Turkey, Israel and Palestine. The Forum attempted to be not only a channel 

facilitating talks between the three communities but also a true program to establish various 

economic, strategic projects such as establishing industrial zones in Palestine (Economic Policy 

Research Foundation of Turkey (TEPAV), 2015). As a result of these AKP government’s attempts, 

Turkey sought to establish an industrial zone in Tarqumia8 and industrial zone in Erez9. There was 

also a private Turkish initiative to establish a peace compound10. Despite the Turkish eagerness 

for these initiatives, they were rejected by Israel for security reasons (Arab Center For Research & 

Policy Studies, 2011). Of course, such projects would not give Turkey many economic benefits. 

This is because, for instance, Palestine is not considered as an attractive economic market for 

Turkey. Instead, the AKP government rather sought political benefits including prestige and more 

importantly appearing as a model in front of its domestic/international audiences. 

The AKP government’s inability to implement these projects proves the limited effectiveness of 

the mediating role of the AKP government. In fact, the AKP government’s contributions in the 

Palestinian-Israeli peace process were not far reaching. Their attempts can almost be summarised 

as suggesting initiatives. For instance, taking account that the Palestinian Authority is the weaker 

                                                           
7 Ankara Forum for Economic Cooperation Between Palestine, Israel and Turkey. 
8 Tarqumia is a Palestinian town located next to Hebron 
9 Erez is a region located in the southwestern Israel and close to Gaza 
10 Peace compound is a planned Palestinian - Israeli medical town on the Israeli side of the Jalama checkpoint 
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actor in the conflict, the AKP government was not able to pressure the Israeli side to change its 

calculations in order to reach a real agreement instead of just positive statements. They were not 

even able to execute their proposed initiatives. William Zartman and Saadia Touval argued that 

the international mediator should enjoy three significant characteristics and necessities including 

a communicator, facilitator, and manipulator in order to reach a real solution between the 

conflicting parties (Zartman & Touval, 1996, p. 445-461). Esra Çuhadar Gürkaynak asserted that 

the AKP government did not have a coherent strategy of mediation. The mediating capabilities of 

the AKP government only included suggesting initiatives and providing various ways of 

communication between the conflicting parties, instead of having a power politics strategy. The 

role of effective mediator, according to Gürkaynak’s perspective, should include power politics, 

which means enforcing suggestions with rewards and punishments in order to get the acceptance 

from the conflicting parties. Gürkaynak said: 

“Despite the enthusiasm expressed by Turkey and the occasional calls of the disputants for 

mediation, the extent of Turkey’s contribution to the process has remained somewhat 

ambiguous and was not defined clearly. This ambiguity was also, at least partially, due to a 

lack of coherent third party intervention strategy through which Turkey could channel its 

activities” (Gürkaynak, 2007, p. 101-102). 

After all of this discussion, one can wonder “Why was Turkey still looking forward to deepen its 

relations with Israel”? Indeed, there is a consensus from the Turkish perspective (both the 

governing and nongoverning elites) about the value and necessity of having good relations with 

Israel, for both Turkey’s domestic and foreign objectives. Domestically, in the case of tensions with 

Israel, the latter could support armed groups, including the PKK, in their conflict with the Turkish 

state. The PKK, in particular, has been instrumentalised by anyone seeking to harm the Turkish 

National Security or the AKP government. According to Yossi Melman: 

“Turkish suspicions are in great part fueled by the history of Israel assisting Kurds in their 

wars in Iraq during the 1960s and 1970s, as well as recent reports that Israeli firms are 

involved in sales of military equipment and training assistance aimed at establishing an 

autonomous Kurdish administration in northern Iraq” (Melman, 2007).  
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In terms of foreign tensions, the Israeli lobby could, for example, prevent any Turkish attempt in 

the Security Council to further its interests. Additionally, Israel can mobilise its friends and allies 

against Turkey. Therefore, Turkey needs deep relations with Israel in order to counter many 

threats including Iranian activism in the region, Armenian lobby, supporting Turkey’s access to the 

EU, providing the advanced military technology to maintain some form of stability in the South-

Eastern of Turkey. What is more, the level of harmonious political relations with Israel could 

enhance the Turkish influence and prestige and allow Turkey to perform multiple roles in the 

region. In other words, the Turkish-Israeli relations is asymmetrical in favour of Israel. This limits 

the AKP government in its choices. Consequently, I argue that the AKP government tends to 

consider Israel as an important and indispensable partner in the region, despite all the occasional 

occurrences of dissension between the two countries.  

Apart from this perspective, an economic rationale emerged in the Turkish-Israeli relations unlike 

the previous orientation of the Kemalists’ security first. This also could be useful for Turkey, 

especially because Israel is considered an attractive market for Turkish products. In the meantime, 

we cannot deny the fact that Israel has always various interests behind its relations with Turkey. 

From the Israeli perspective, the economic cooperation between Israel and Turkey gives Israel the 

ability to introduce Turkey as a model of how collaboration between countries in the region should 

work. Besides, the development in the Turkish-Israeli relations was a useful gateway for Israel to 

enter the Central Asia area, where vast economic resources can be found. Turkey was already 

linked to those countries with religious, historical, geographic and neighbourly relationships. On 

the other hand, Turkey could play a role in containing the Islamist groups which threaten Israel, 

especially because Israel’s neighbourhood has become more hostile after the second Intifada. 

 

4.5 The AKP position on the Palestinian cause   

The Palestinian cause was strongly present within the Turkish political scene and especially within 

the AKP agenda. In a speech of İlker Başbuğ, the former Chief of Staff: “Without a resolution of the 

Palestinian question, there could be no peace in the Middle East” (Altunışık & Cuhada, 2010, p. 

373).  The decision-making process in Turkey concerning the Palestinian cause has been affected 
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by a range of key parameters including domestic, regional, and international ones. The following 

analysis describes these factors: 

4.5.1 Domestic factors 

Despite the fact that the Turkish Republic was born out of the ashes of the Ottoman Empire, the 

Turkish Republic could not totally separate itself from its Ottoman heritage. On the domestic level, 

there is a common cultural and historical heritage from the Ottoman Empire, as well as a shared 

sense of Islamic belonging that binds Turkey to Palestine (Saleh, 2014). As was mentioned in CH2 

about the importance of Palestine in the Islamic culture, large segments of Turkish society also 

shared support for the Palestinian cause due to religious, emotional and historical factors. This 

support was increased after Israel occupied Palestine in 1948. Furthermore, the ideological 

background and the Islamic roots of the AKP leaders have made the Palestinian cause a 

fundamental part of the party’s programme (Rabasa & Larrabee, 2008).  

Indeed, the AKP support for the Palestinian cause did not stem only from an ideological 

background as many scholars have analysed. In the political calculations of the AKP, the Palestinian 

cause is considered a silver bullet to win much more voters, either internally or externally. 

According to Zeynep Kosereisoglu: 

“A pro-Palestinian stance highlights solidarity with a Muslim cause. Indeed, Erdoğan has 

been seen as the first Muslim leader in the last decade (outside Iran) to take a bold and 

leading stance in support of Palestine. This has not only enhanced Turkey’s profile but also 

increased Erdoğan’s popularity in the region. In this way, Palestine has been an effective 

vehicle for AKP to reach out to the Arab street” (Kosereisoglu, 2013). 

4.5.2 Regional factor 

From the beginning, the Palestinian issue was not just an internal Palestinian affair, but it was a 

regional or even international matter. Given the importance of the Palestinian issue and its impact, 

a lot of political leaders rushed to find a solution to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. Within this 

context, the AKP government has been instrumental in the Palestinian cause as well as in its 

mediating role in order to increase its influence in the regional and global arenas. Besides, it 
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facilitates the rebuilding of Turkish relations with Arab countries, especially after the Kemalist 

policy tended to distance themselves from the region (Cohen & Freilich, 2014, p. 44). This gave 

Turkey an opportunity to play a major role in the region where this issue is crucial. As Meliha 

Altunışık has pointed out: 

“If you want to have popularity in the Arab world and if you want to be a regional power, you 

need to lead the Palestinian issue; Iran was doing the same thing, and in the Lebanon war, 

Nasrallah and Ahmadinejad became very popular in the Arab streets. With the Gaza war of 

2008, this has changed, and suddenly it was Erdoğan. I see that in the context of regional 

strategic competition” (Altunışık, 2016). 

Due to the absence of a regional and international active roleplayer which may have provided a 

real solution to the Palestinian cause, and following Erdoğan’s discourse in favour of the Palestinian 

cause, the Arab and Palestinian public opinion perceived Erdoğan as the protector of the 

Palestinian cause and even of the Muslim world. According to Adnan Abu Amer: 

 “People are walking through the streets of Gaza Strip can find images of Erdoğan and shops 

that carry his name. Newborns have even been named after him on birth certificates in 

Palestinian hospitals, reflecting a love for Erdoğan and the role he plays. Meanwhile, 

Palestinians are wary of the support they wish to see from their Arab brethren” (Amer, 2013). 

4.5.3 International factors 

The AKP government sells itself to the world as a modern democratic government that believes in 

the principles of human rights, public freedoms, human civilisation and the right of peoples to 

independence. Therefore, the AKP government has explained its interference in the Palestinian 

cause. Internationally, the Turkish position was based on the rejection of the Israeli occupation of 

Palestine.  What is more, the AKP support for the Palestinian cause was limited since the Turkish 

financial assistance to the Palestinians only consisted of aid and humanitarian relief projects, as 

well as some infrastructure support. This is because, first and foremost, the AKP had a 

commitment to its broad lines including the Turkish National Security. Besides, the AKP 

government tried to prevent any Arab concern regarding the Turkish support to the Palestinian 

cause, especially from Egypt. Ahmet Davutoğlu acknowledged that: “The Turkish role can be 
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helpful or complementary, but not a replacement for the Egyptian role” (Rahman, 2010). 

Additionally, the AKP government was eager not to harm the strategic interests of the regional 

and Western states, especially Israel. Within these political limitations, the AKP support for the 

Palestinian cause does not exceed the vision of the “two-state solution” and “the Arab-Israeli 

peace initiative” (Arab Center For Research & Policy Studies, 2011).  

 

4.6 Turning point: Hamas won the Palestinian legislative elections in 2006 

4.6.1 Early internal discussions 

The Oslo agreement11, which provided a two-state solution to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, was 

a superficial turning point in their conflict. As a result of this agreement, the Palestinians organised 

their first Parliamentary election in 1996 in order to form the Palestinian Legislative Council (PLC). 

Fatah, the main political party in the Palestinian factions, founded in 1965, and other left parties, 

participated in the election. By contrast, other Palestinian factions including Hamas and Islamic 

Jihad boycotted the election. Both parties (Hamas and Islamic Jihad) asserted their disagreement 

to enter into the Palestinian Authority or to participate in any parliamentary and presidential 

elections. This refusal was, firstly, due to religious reasons. Secondly, they considered this election 

as a result of the Oslo peace agreements, which had been already rejected by both parties. Their 

main rejection was because they considered that the two-state solution would eliminate the right 

of the Palestinian refugees to return to the land they owned and which was taken from them 

during the 1948 Nakb, as well as because of the PLO’s recognition of the State of Israel. 

                                                           
11 The Oslo agreement is a set of understandings between the Israeli government and the PLO. This 
agreement was signed in Oslo in 1993, after various secret talks between both parties. As a consequence, 
the Palestinian Authority has besides allowed the establishment of a Palestinian legislature. The PLO 
recognised the State of Israel while Israel recognised the PLO as the representative of the Palestinian people. 
According to these understandings, the Palestinian Authority was in charge of managing over some parts of 
the West Bank and Gaza Strip. However, with the beginning of the second intifada in 2000, the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict re-escalated again, while the Oslo agreement was frozen (Shlaim, 2005). Since then, Hamas 
and Islamic Jihad have retained their rejection to the Oslo agreement. 
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Hamas which was formed in 1987 and Islamic Jihad which was formed in 1981 shared the 

definition of being a Palestinian resistance faction with an Islamic background. These parties do 

not have substantial ideological differences such as can be found between Fatah and Hamas. With 

regards to the political structure of Hamas, Hamas has various wings inside of the movement 

including one which provides social and religious service for the people called Dawah, one 

responsible for managing the youth issue in schools and universities called Islamic bloc, one 

responsible for the resistance towards Israel called military Izz el-Deen al-Qassam, and another 

called the politburo. The Politburo is responsible for drawing the political strategy of the 

movement as well as to manage the political talks internally with other Palestinian factions or 

externally with the regional and foreign countries. The decision-making within the movement is 

based on consultation among all wings of the movement, particularly between its military wing 

and the Politburo. The Islamic Jihad shares the same political structure as Hamas.  

During Arafat’s period, many discussions took place between Arafat and the Palestinian Authority 

on one side and Hamas and Islamic Jihad on the other, in order to convince them to join the PLO 

and participate in the elections. However, these attempts always faced some obstacles. Islamic 

Jihad categorically refused to participate in governance or in any political process. They kept their 

position of fighting against the Israeli occupation. Multiple factors contributed to change Hamas' 

position including the outbreak of the second intifada in 2000 and the political change within 

Hamas. As a consequence, Hamas expressed their willingness to participate in the Palestinian 

elections and the PLO. However, Hamas did not retreat on its rejection of the Oslo agreement and 

its results. Hamas has linked its participation with certain conditions including sharing seats within 

the Palestine National Council (PNC), which is the highest authority of the PLO. Hamas requested 

40% of the seats in the PNC. This impossible demand was seen by Arafat as proof that Hamas did 

not want to join the PLO. 

 Afterwards, Hamas demanded elections instead of the seats’ sharing in the PNC. Osama Hamdan, 

a member of the Hamas politburo, said: “The demand to have 40 percent representation was 

before now. We now want to have elections, and we will respect the results of the elections” 

(Tuastad, 2013, p. 91-92). For Arafat, the question of the PNC elections was undebatable because 

of the crisis that the Palestinian cause was in at that time. Additionally, the entry of Hamas, which 
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was marked as a terrorist movement, into the PNC, could cost the Palestinian Authority a high 

price within the international community and affect the peace process with Israel. Therefore, the 

internal wrangling between the Palestinian Authority and Hamas over the composition of the PLC, 

PNC and PLO continued without any political progress. 

After the death of Yasser Arafat in November 2004, the internal Palestinian conflicts clearly 

emerged. The Palestinian Authority and the Palestinian cause had been represented for decades 

by one man, Yasser Arafat. It was difficult for the Palestinians to fill the vacuum that was left after 

Arafat’s death. He was considered the father of all Palestinians. Additionally, the discourse of 

Arafat adopted a balanced language of nationalism and Islamism (Roy, 2004). Arafat enjoyed much 

backing from all the Palestinian factions including Hamas and Islamic Jihad. Different scholars have 

argued over Arafat’s position in the Palestinian Authority. According to Barry Rubin: 

“Some argue that an obvious alternative to Arafat would be a democracy. However, in his 

absence, it may not be a democracy that prevails. In a post-Arafat situation, it will be much 

harder for any successor or successors to impose discipline and hierarchy on PLO. What for 

Arafat would have been a permissible exercise would be for them an apparent power-

grabbing attempt that would be fiercely resisted. This will limit any successor's ability to stop 

violence, control dissidents, or rule a state. Moreover, under such conditions, Palestinian 

leaders would be hard-pressed to put together the kind of moderate negotiating position 

necessary to a diplomatic solution” (Rubin, 2004, p. 13-21).  

Given the importance of Egypt’s role in the Palestinian political equation and also in the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict, under the Egyptian mediation, the Palestinian factions signed an agreement 

called the Cairo Declaration in March 2005 in order to settle the differences between the 

Palestinian factions. As a result of this agreement, the Palestinian parliamentary election was held 

in January 2006, in which Hamas took part (Ishaq, 2012).   

4.6.2 The 2006 Palestinian Legislative Council (PLC) 

The 2006 legislative elections were the hardest test for Palestinians due to the internal conflicts 

within the Palestinian factions. According to the results of this Palestinian election, Hamas got 44% 

of the Palestinian votes and 56% of the seats of the PLC. On the contrary, Fatah which had been 
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leading the Palestinian Authority for 13 years had only 41% of the Palestinian votes, resulting in 

36% of the seats of PLC (Shikaki, 2007, p. 3-7). The victory of Hamas in the parliamentary election 

surprised almost everybody. 

Hamas’ victory was carefully planned. At that time, both the electoral program and the political 

structure of Hamas were well-organised. Hamas provided a social service network and charitable 

programs to Palestinians. They had read the Palestinian political crises in a different way than 

Fatah had. In their electoral programme, they had a disciplined political campaign which was 

focused on providing health, educational and social services to Palestinian people. Khalil Shiqaqi 

argued that the new electoral system applied to the election, as well as the systematic electoral 

programme of Hamas, were the most important reasons behind their success:  

“Hamas benefited greatly from the new electoral system. This was because pro-Hamas 

districts contained 43 seats while the pro-Fatah districts contained just 23 seats. Additionally, 

because the more disciplined Islamists ran only one candidate per seat while the highly 

factionalized Fatah often found that each of its official candidates had to vie against up to 

three Fatah independents as well as someone from Hamas or another party” (Shiqaqi, 2006). 

Furthermore, the increased use of the religious discourse by Hamas contributed to attracting extra 

votes from the poor and middle classes. Besides, Hamas’ victory in the local municipalities in 2005 

gave the party more credibility in the PLC elections. What is more, over the past three decades, 

Hamas had become popular. This was thanks to its military wing Izz el-Deen al-Qassam that 

resisted Israel’s occupation. Additionally, Hamas had built a clean reputation in the minds of 

Palestinians in comparison with the corruption of the Palestinian Authority and the chaos within 

Fatah (Shikaki, 2007, p. 3-7). These combined factors contributed significantly to the popularity of 

Hamas on the one hand and on the other hand, increased the anger of the Palestinians towards 

Fatah and the Palestinian Authority. 

The Palestinians chose to punish Fatah and the Palestinian Authority for their inability to institute 

political and economic reforms, as well as to provide better lives for ordinary citizens. Most of the 

promises made by Fatah to the Palestinians including ending the Israeli occupation and having an 

independent Palestinian state had failed. (1) The failure of the Oslo peace process, (2) the 
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corruption that had spread within the state institutions in the Palestinian Authority as well as (3) 

the security coordination with the Israeli government despite the increase of the Jewish 

settlement and the construction of the separation wall, which led to the grabbing of more 

Palestinian lands and (4) the increased closure and siege on Palestinian cities, were the main 

reasons behind the failure of the Palestinian Authority (Abu-Manneh, 2007).  

Indeed, since the formation of the Palestinian Authority after the Oslo agreement, the Fatah 

movement began gradually to control the Palestinian Authority. Almost all Fatah leaders and 

members were employees in the Palestinian Authority. There was no separation between the 

movement and the Palestinian Authority. In other words, the Palestinian Authority became 

represented only through Fatah, and vice versa. This was one of the biggest mistakes that Fatah 

made during its time in power. According to Ziad Abu Zayyad: 

“The association of the Palestinian Authority with corruption, the connection between Fatah 

and the Palestinian Authority and, as a consequence, the linkage between Fatah and 

corruption. The latter is an issue that elicits much public concern, especially in a society 

grappling with poverty and deprivation, and yearning ever increasingly for social justice and 

fairness. It was not surprising then that the slogan Change and Reform which Hamas used in 

its campaign should resonate with the voters” (Zayyad, 2006, p. 107). 

4.6.3 Hamas in power  

After Hamas won the Palestinian parliamentary elections in 2006, it tried to convince the PLO 

factions including Fatah, to form the government. However, Hamas’ attempts failed due to Fatah 

and Hamas’ deep disagreement over the political programme of the PLO. The discussion within 

the Palestinian factions required Hamas to work under the PLO umbrella and recognise it as the 

sole legitimate representative of the Palestinians. In addition, Hamas had to commit itself to all 

the promises and agreements signed by the PLO including the Oslo agreement. However, Hamas 

retained its rejection to enter the PLO. As a result of this disagreement within the Palestinian 

factions, on 29th March 2006, Hamas established the government mostly with its members and 

some of the independent members. This government was in power until March 2007. 

According to Hamas’ founding charter, the PLO’s values are incompatible with Hamas’ values: 



  171 
 

 “Due to the circumstances that surrounded the formation of the organisation [the PLO] and 

the ideological confusion that prevails in the Arab world as a result of the ideological invasion 

that has befallen the Arab world since the defeat of the Crusades and that has been 

intensified by orientalism, the [Christian] mission and imperialism, the organization, has 

adopted the idea of a secular state, and this is how we view it. However, the secular thought 

is entirely contradictory to religious thought. We cannot use secular thought for the current 

and future Islamic nature of Palestine. The Islamic nature of Palestine is part of our religion 

and everyone who neglects his religion is bound to lose” (Luntz, 2009).  

Dag Tuastad highlighted that there is no full consensus within Hamas concerning the recognition 

of the PLO: “Hamas leader Khaled Meshal and its Politburo who are in Damascus were willing to 

confront the PLO over the Oslo accords directly. However, inside Gaza, Sheikh Yassin, the leader of 

the Islamists in Gaza were assaulting PLO members during the years predating the Intifada” 

(Tuastad, 2013, p. 88-89). 

Hamas’ victory in the PLC elections imposed a new burden on its shoulders as it had to convince 

the international community and break the stereotyped image of being a terrorist organisation. 

This meant that Hamas had to adopt a new discourse and language regarding discussions with the 

international community. However, the questions to be addressed in this context were whether 

Hamas had the ability to make the changes which the Palestinians were waiting for? Could Hamas 

fulfil the promises which it had made to the Palestinians? Did Hamas calculate the responsibilities 

that came with participating in a government? Did the PLC election results turn out to be a surprise 

even to Hamas itself? These questions will be addressed in the next part. 

 The international community’s position after the 2006 elections and the Palestinian government 

In March 2007, after a remarkable pressure from the Arab states, Hamas and Fatah established a 

national unity government. The international Quartet (the UN, the US, the EU and Russia) made 

both their recognition of the unity government and the continuation of their financial support 

dependent on Hamas’ acceptance of three conditions: recognition of Israel, acceptance of 

previous agreements signed by the Palestinian Authority and the PLO, and renunciation of violence 

(Shikaki, 2015, p. 3-4). However, as was expected, Hamas refused the three conditions. According 
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to the limited political experience of Hamas, it was difficult for them to understand that the 

international community would reject to deal with a policy of prevarication. They wanted a clear 

answer from Hamas as to whether they chose a way of reconciliating with Israel, with all its perks 

and downsides, or the way of resistance to Israel. 

Due to Hamas political stubbornness, the Palestinian government did not have the ability to deliver 

core social services to its people. The former President Bush reiterated his administration’s position 

towards Hamas, saying that: “I have made it very clear that a political party that articulates the 

destruction of Israel as part of its platform is a party with which we will not deal. I do not see how 

you can be a partner in peace if you advocate the destruction of a country” (Schanzer, 2008). 

However, Ziad Abu Zayyad argued in his article The Hamas Victory: Implications and Future 

Challenges that whatever Hamas had decided, the results would have been the same. He said: 

 “In all cases, Israel is going to be the winner, whether Hamas is tamed and goes down the 

road that Fatah took before it, or whether it holds on to its covenant and platform of violent 

resistance. Because in this case, Israel will take advantage of a Hamas-headed government 

to proceed with unilateral steps to consolidate borders and to create a new reality in the 

West Bank and Jerusalem” (Zayyad, 2006, p. 107). 

Moreover, the pressure increased on the unity government through financial sanctions and 

diplomatic isolation. For instance, as a form of punishment, Israel stopped all Tax revenue transfers 

to the Palestinian Authority. Israel was collecting these revenues on behalf of Palestinians either 

at Israeli ports or other points of entry into the country. These incomes contributed 60% of the 

Palestinian domestic revenues, which was about $ 55 million a month at that time (World Bank, 

2012). Besides, the international financial sanctions and diplomatic boycott were imposed on the 

Palestinian government. Despite the fact that these sanctions and isolation aimed to damage the 

position of Hamas, the ordinary Palestinian citizens were largely affected and suffered harshly 

from these sanctions, since they were deprived of desperately needed international financial aid, 

which was providing them with the minimum level of living requirements. 

Israel and the US had kept on refusing to accept the results of the Palestinian election. Yet, these 

results, in turn, were used by Israel as a means to encourage an internal conflict between the 
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Palestinians which would eventually lead to the suppression of the Palestinian cause. These Israeli 

attempts found a fertile environment to trigger off various internal problems between the 

Palestinians factions since they were strongly divided. According to Ali Abunimah: 

“Israel is likely to use Hamas’ win as a further pretext to tighten repression and accelerate its 

unilateral imposition of walls and settlements on the West Bank designed to annexe the 

maximum number of land with the minimum number of Palestinians. Such developments 

increase the risks of a dramatic escalation of Israeli-Palestinian violence. Furthermore, 

Hamas’ victory pulls the rug from under the project of trying to deflect the blame for the 

conflict from Israeli colonisation to Palestinian internal pathologies” (Abunimah, 2006).   

Abunimah continued expressing his doubt on the desire of the international parties and Israel to 

reach true peace with the Palestinians:  

“The principal purpose of this game is not to bring about a just and lasting peace but merely 

to inoculate the players from the charge that they are doing nothing to resolve a conflict that 

remains an enduring focus of regional and worldwide concern. A true peace effort would 

require confronting Israel and holding it accountable, something none of the Quartet 

members have the political will to do” (Abunimah, 2006). 

Indeed, many were betting on Hamas’ failure to govern. The purpose of the imposed pressure on 

Hamas was to push them into a weak position, showing their inability to deliver its promises, 

simultaneously encouraging the Palestinians to turn against Hamas. Through the same policy, the 

West Bank which was almost under control of the Palestinian Authority and Israel appeared as the 

symbol of economic growth. Because of alleviated Israeli security restrictions and a revived peace 

process, the West Bank would be an attractive counter-model to Gaza. As a result of this pressure 

and the ongoing conflict between Fatah and Hamas, the national unity government was dissolved 

by President Mahmoud Abbas on 14th June 2007. This contributed to increasing the Palestinian 

division where Hamas had controlled Gaza while Fatah had controlled the West Bank.  
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The Turkish position on the 2006 elections and the Palestinian government 

The Turkish-Palestinian relations witnessed vast improvement with the victory of Hamas in the 

PLC election. The Islamic background of both parties contributed to deepening the relationship. 

Of course, there was a prior relationship between Hamas and the AKP. This relationship was based 

on sharing the same intellectual ideology. In the 1990s, various youth meetings and shared 

conferences brought together the leaders of the two parties. These meetings were centred on the 

development of Islamic Political Thought as well as the renewal and renaissance of the Islamic 

movements. However, contrary to the conspiracy theory, there is no high council control of the 

relations between the Islamists parties around the world. It can be argued that there were many 

initiatives attempting to build a bridge to help communication between the various Islamist parties 

throughout the world.    

Furthermore, the AKP government recognised the results of the 2006 elections and demanded 

that the rest of the world respect the Palestinians’ vote (Saleh, 2014). Turkey under the leadership 

of the AKP was diplomatically engaged in the Palestinian cause, attempting to enhance its influence 

and stature. The AKP government tried to engage Hamas with international politics and granted it 

legitimacy. This became evident when the then-Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 

stated, “I do not see Hamas as a terror organisation. Hamas is a political party” (Haaretz, 2011). 

 The AKP claimed that they could push Hamas away from its dogmatic past, towards more practical 

and open-for-compromise politics. Despite the international boycott of the government of Hamas, 

Turkey did not stop dealing with the caretaker government led by Hamas in the Gaza Strip. 

Additionally, the Turkish government condemned the existing blockade of the Hamas government. 

The AKP government considered Hamas to be democratically elected by the Palestinian people, 

and to be an important actor in the Palestinian political scene. They urged the other regional 

governments to give Hamas some space to prove itself and asked the international community to 

take a positive stance on the Hamas government. 

In fact, the Turkish support for Hamas was not limited to the support of the AKP government. 

Hamas enjoyed high popularity among the Turkish people, in particular among the conservatives 

who saw Hamas as a resistance movement fighting for the freedom of the Palestinian population 
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against the Israeli occupation. Most of the Turkish people at that time believed sincerely that 

Hamas was a political party elected through a democratic process and not a terrorist organisation. 

Conservative Turks considered Fatah and the Palestinian Authority to be one and the same. 

Moreover, the negative reputation of both sides were due to multiple factors. First, the Palestinian 

Authority was considered to be a close ally of Israel, the US and the West. Additionally, following 

Hamas’ argument, the Palestinian Authority's political programme actually abandoned the idea of 

resistance and was seeking for a normalisation with the Israeli occupants. And further, Turkish 

conservative voices criticised the spread of administrative and financial corruption among Fatah 

and the Palestinian Authority. 

Hamas saw the Turkish government led by the AKP as the role model for democracy and the real 

protector who could stand as a ‘trusted partner’ next to Hamas. This Hamas’ vision on the AKP 

strengthened especially after the AKP efforts to engage Hamas regionally and internationally, at a 

time when many attempts were done by internal and external powers to undermine its rule. In 

February 2006, a delegation led by Khaled Mashaal was officially invited to visit Ankara (Daloglu, 

2013). Khalid Mashaal’s visit created a shock in the international community. This visit also created 

a heated debate inside the Turkish Foreign Ministry. Furthermore, AKP’s openness towards Hamas 

was criticised from Israel. Israel directly reacted to this visit through its Ambassador to Turkey 

Pinhas Avivi. He said: “We are strongly opposed to such contact. Turkey should not meet with 

Hamas before Hamas accepts the rules of the game” (Demirelli, 2006). Ra’anan Gissin, the 

spokesman for the Israeli prime minister, said: “Turkey is making a mistake that can deeply hurt 

bilateral relations” (Demirelli, 2006). The Turkish Foreign Ministry responded to these criticisms: 

“Hamas’ delegation was reminded of the expectations of the international community and of the 

importance of adopting a judicious, pragmatic and conciliatory approach” (Zaman, 2006). 

However, after all this pressure, Erdoğan did not, in the end, meet with the Hamas delegation.   

As a result of the AKP initiatives towards Hamas, Hamas’ image of the AKP was shared with the 

Palestinian population, to the extent that one can still feel that Hamas’ media and their journalists 

are an agency to market in Palestine itself the AKP government and its way of governing. To be fair, 

Hamas’ interest in the AKP political programme was not only out of political and financial reasons, 

but also because most of the conservative elites believed in its effectiveness. 
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 From this point, most of Turkey’s official and popular focus recentered on Gaza and Hamas. The 

Gaza issue became a pars pro toto for the Palestinian cause. Many infrastructure projects and 

much humanitarian aid were directed there. On the contrary, regarding the West Bank, the AKP 

government merely issued some occasional political statements related to the settlements and 

escalating situation in Jerusalem. Nonetheless, the AKP government continued its diplomatic 

relations with the Palestinian Authority and supported its efforts within the international 

community to implement the two-state solution. The position of the AKP government in dealing 

with the Palestinian Authority, especially with regards to the Gaza issue and its relationship with 

Hamas, is always one of caution and calculation. In other words, Turkish foreign policy is 

meticulous in determining its political calculations towards every step related to resolving the Gaza 

issue, so as not to harm the Turkish-Palestinian diplomatic relations, and not to leave Hamas 

politically and economically cornered. 

In the next chapters, we will see how this shift in focus actually came about, how it was planned 

and implemented, and what this meant for the Turkish foreign relations with the PA, Hamas and 

Israel from 2007 onwards. 

 

4.7 Conclusion  

The characteristics that AKP brought to traditional Turkish foreign policy were based on expanding 

the Turkish relations with other states from a security-focused policy to one geared towards 

cooperation and multilateral strategies. Hence, the more Turkish foreign policy was linked to 

economic affairs, the more Turkey became influential in the region. This change is reflected in an 

expansion of the traditional Turkish policy towards Israel in favour of an enlarged concept of 

security including economic, political and social aspects. This expansion was the result of a 

harmony between Turkey’s material interests and its idealistic ones, as well as the interaction 

between the domestic structure (aspirations of both the governing and not governing elites and 

public opinion) with the regional and international developments. 
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Within this context, I argue that the policy of opening relations towards the Middle East was not 

an alternative to the Turkish alliance with the West. It was rather an expansion away from the 

traditional limitations of Turkish foreign policy. Therefore, the relations between Turkey and Israel 

were not affected by the rise of the AKP to power, as has been put forward in some conservative 

Arab, Israeli and Turkish literature. Throughout history, whenever a party with an Islamic nature 

came to power in Turkey, such as the Democratic Party under the leadership of Adnan Menderes 

in the 1950s and the Motherland Party under the leadership of Turgut Özal in the 1980s, Turkish 

foreign policy was close to the West and Israel. Taking into consideration Israel’s value in Turkey’s 

security, economic and energy interests as well as Israel’s role in maintaining Turkey’s internal and 

external stability, the AKP was not an exception to the traditional stance of the Turkish parties, but 

rather behaved as a guardian of the Turkish-Israeli relationship.  

Furthermore, Turkey played a mediating role in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. This role has 

increased since the victory of Hamas in the 2006 PLC elections. As a result of this, the Palestinian-

Israeli conflict was present on the agenda of the AKP government. Turkey made different efforts 

to support the Palestinian-Israeli peace talks and in the same vein tried to involve Hamas indirectly 

in these talks. The AKP tried to push Hamas away from its dogmatic past, towards more practical 

and open-for-compromise politics. However, all of the AKP government’s attempts encountered 

problems, and in the end, were not very effective in making a positive change in the Palestinian-

Israeli conflict. This follows the lack of real power that the AKP government could exercise over 

Israel.  In contrast, it can be argued that the AKP government does have substantial political leeway 

concerning the Palestinian cause. This stems from Turkey and Palestine’s shared historical 

geographical unity, mutual culture and religion. 
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5.1 Introduction  

The political options adopted by the AKP government in its first ruling period served Turkey’s 

interests, as well as winning the general approbation of the Turkish people. It led to significant 

shifts in the relations within the Middle East, and more specifically with Israel and Palestine. Ofra 

Bengio made a link to these significant changes in Turkey consisting of the following three 

elements: New thought created by Ahmet Davutoğlu, the political power of the AKP, and the new 

ideological orientation of large segments of the Turkish people (Bengio, 2011). The interaction of 

these three elements incited a so-called quiet revolution in the Turkish political field.  

According to the political vision of the AKP government which occupies an important position on 

the domestic and foreign scene, Turkey started to free itself from the restrictions of regional 

political quarantine which had cornered the country during the previous six decades (Toprak, 

2005). Within this context, the AKP government attempted to align Turkey’s foreign policies with 

wider regional interests. Besides, it aimed to prove the possibility of Islamic coexistence with 

political democracy. This, of course, reflected the domestic yearning to see Turkey as a major 

decision-maker in the regional policy as well as to acquire a pivotal role in global politics (Dal, 

2016).  

In the meantime, it was no longer possible to discuss the Turkish-Israeli relations without 

considering the Palestinian cause. The latter became an essential element of the relations 

between the two countries. In other words, the Palestinian cause had been instrumentalised by 

both Turkey and Israel to consolidate their internal and external power.  

Indeed, during the 2007-2011 period, Israel did not understand that Turkey’s Middle East policy, 

including the Turkish position on the Palestinian cause, was not an emotional outcome: it was a 

pragmatic policy that served both their material and idealistic interests, especially in order to 

consolidate the AKP government in the face of severe secularist opposition. As a response to 

Turkey’s unstable situation, the idealistic interests were prioritised over material interests in 

shaping Turkey’s foreign policy. 
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As a consequence of various factors – starting from the Gaza war in 2008, the 2009 Davos incident, 

the 2010 Low Chair incident and with a peak during the 2010 Mavi Marmara incident, the Turkish 

rhetoric towards Israel became more outspoken. The Turks condemned very loudly Israeli 

behaviour against the Palestinians. The political and popular empathy was entirely incompatible 

with the repression and colonisation policy practised by Israel against the Palestinian people. 

Undoubtedly, these Israeli actions against the Palestinians harmed the prestige of Turkey in the 

region and showed that Turkey was a fairly weak mediator in exerting any pressure on the Israeli 

government. The political clash in the Turkish-Israeli political started with the 2008 Gaza war, and 

it peaked during the attack on Mavi Marmara. 

 To understand the real reasons behind the tension in the Turkish-Israeli relations at this period, 

we should analyse the domestic developments which occurred in both countries. In fact, every 

single action in the Turkish-Israeli crisis should be viewed from different perspectives. Even the 

most unexpected incidents in the Turkish-Israeli relations were the result of several important 

social events, including domestic ones. It is essential to gather all the levels in order to build up a 

more comprehensive explanation. In Israel, the Kadima Party led by Ehud Olmert lost the Israeli 

elections in February 2009, and Netanyahu’s Likud party won. Netanyahu then formed a coalition 

government with the ultra-right wing. In terms of Turkey’s internal situation, there was a significant 

power struggle between the ruling party and the opposition parties. Because of these 

developments and coupled with the regional and international changes, the classic Turkish position 

towards Israel changed. This was reflected gradually in the Turkish position towards the Palestinian-

Israeli conflict. Turkey shifted from being a mediator to a major actor and influence in the conflict. 

The four incidents mentioned above and their impact on the Turkish-Israeli relations will be 

discussed in-depth later in this chapter. We will also see in the following paragraphs that despite 

several political tensions which occurred at this period between Turkey and Israel due to the fact 

that material interests became subject to the influence of powerful ideological interests, the 

prioritisation of ideological interests did not conflict with nor endangered the material ones. As a 

proof of this policy, the economic relations between both countries not only were maintained but 

were even strengthened. 
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5.2 The war on Gaza Operation Cast Lead 

5.2.1 The first step: Isolating Gaza in one political-geographical corner 

In August 2005, the Israeli government headed by Ariel Sharon made a single Israeli pullout from 

the Gaza strip. Almost 8,000 settlers were left their settlements. Hamas considered this step to be 

a victory for its movement as well as for the Palestinian resistance. Besides, they had conducted a 

huge campaign to market the Israeli withdrawal as a humiliation for the Israeli Defence Forces 

(IDF) (Bickerton, 2012). Sami Abu Zuhri, the Hamas spokesman, said: “It is not a withdrawal, it is 

an escape” (Pipes, 2005). The Hamas campaign was also based on the differences between Hamas 

and the Palestinian Authority and their respective achievements. Within this context, Hamas 

claimed the Palestinian Authority had not achieved a real solution with the Israeli government 

during the 13 years of negotiations. However, Sharon used this step and presented it to the 

international community as a contribution to peace based on a two-state solution.  

In an interview with Haaretz in August 2004, Sharon’s senior adviser Dov Weisglass described the 

importance of the withdrawal from Gaza for Israel:  

“The significance is the freezing of the political process. Moreover, when you freeze that 

process, you prevent the establishment of a Palestinian state, and you prevent a discussion 

about the refugees, the borders and Jerusalem. Effectively, this whole package that is called 

the Palestinian state, with all that it entails, has been removed from our agenda indefinitely” 

(Shavit, 2004).  

In fact, Hamas realised the hidden reasons behind the Israeli withdrawal from Gaza too late. This 

was due to the lack of Hamas’ experience in politics. The real goal of the pullout from Gaza was to 

redraw the borders of Israel unilaterally. This would happen through joining the central settlement 

blocs in the West Bank to the state of Israel and put Gaza in a closed prison (Shlaim, 2009, p. 224). 

Israel controlled all access to the Gaza Strip by land, sea and air and pushed Gaza in one political-

geographical corner. According to Iain Scobbie: “After the withdrawal, Israel will guard and 

monitor the external land perimeter of the Gaza Strip, will continue to maintain exclusive authority 
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in Gaza air space, and will continue to exercise security activity in the sea off the coast of the Gaza 

Strip” (Scobbie, 2007).  

The year after the Israeli withdrawal from Gaza, another 12,000 Israelis settled in the West Bank 

(Forer, 2010). The increase of Israeli settlements dwindled the hope for an independent 

Palestinian state. It was clear that land takeover and peacemaking were simply not compatible and 

did not ever meet. Israel had chosen the land over a peaceful solution. Furthermore, the 

withdrawal from Gaza was thus not a start to a peace agreement with the PA, as Sharon had 

marketed it to the international community. Rather, it was an attempt to isolate the Gaza Strip 

while Israel increased its settlements in the West Bank.  

Regarding the Palestinian-Palestinian relations, as mentioned in chapter four, despite the internal 

and external obstacles, in January 2006, the Palestinians succeeded in holding free and fair PLC 

elections which brought Hamas to power (Milton-Edwards, 2008, p. 1585-1599). However, Israel 

refused to recognise the elections, alleging that Hamas was a terrorist organisation harbouring 

religious extremists (Hovdenak, 2009). The Israeli propaganda continued to portray the 

Palestinians as terrorists, and as people not desiring to live in harmony with the Jewish people. In 

March 2007, after many discussions, Hamas and Fatah established a national unity government 

(Cebeci, 2011). This government did not meet Western requirements. Therefore, the international 

community imposed sanctions on the government. Israel also refused to negotiate with a 

government that included Hamas (Bickerton, 2012). As a result of the increased differences 

between Hamas and Fatah, Hamas seized power in Gaza in June 2007, and Fatah took control in 

the West Bank (Thrall, 2010). This led directly to the breakup of the coalition government and the 

de facto separation of Palestine into two parts. Hamas formed a government in Gaza and Fatah 

formed a government in the West Bank. 

The Palestinian division had weakened the Palestinian position at the negotiating table with Israel. 

Under the Egyptian mediation, the Palestinians and Israelis reached a truce agreement which 

began in June 2008 and was planned for renewal in December 2008. This truce required both 

conflicting parties to stop the violent operations against each other. The truce was based on two 

important conditions. Firstly, Hamas had to stop its missile attacks and stop other groups such as 
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Islamic Jihad from firing their missiles. Secondly, Israel had to put a stop to its targeted killing and 

armed incursions. However, on 4th November 2008, Israel broke the ceasefire by killing seven 

Palestinian militants, on the pretext that Hamas was excavating a tunnel to kidnap an Israeli 

soldier. As a result, the situation in Gaza escalated, and Hamas relaunched its rocket attacks 

(Siegman, 2009b). Even when hostilities resumed, Hamas still tried to extend the truce, only on 

condition that Israel ended its blockade. However, Israel refused. This marked the start of 

Operation Cast Lead on Gaza. 

5.2.2 The start of the war: What are the reasons behind the Operation Cast Lead? 

Many scholars argue about the reasons which encouraged Israel to declare war on Gaza. Benjamin 

S. Lambeth considered the 2008 Gaza war to be as compensation for the failure of the Israeli army 

in the Lebanon war of July 2006. Lambeth said:  

“During the war between Hizbollah and Israel, serious readiness problems in the Israel IDF’s 

ground forces and significant deficiencies spotlighted in both air-ground integration and the 

provision of close air support to engage ground troops by the IAF. Both problems have since 

been rectified, as was well attested by the IDF’s more effective subsequent combat 

performance against Hamas in December 2008 and January 2009” (Lambeth, 2012, p. 52). 

Norman G. Finkelstein pointed out in his article Foiling Another Palestinian Peace Offensive: Behind 

the Bloodbath in Gaza that the primary motives behind the Israeli attack on Gaza can be looked at 

in two ways. Firstly, on the need to restore Israel’s deterrence capacity, which had been a major 

Israeli concern since Israel lost the 2006 Lebanon war. Secondly, in the threat posed by a new 

Palestinian peace offensive. This threat was linked to different factors including the strong 

awareness and impact of the Palestinian cause in the international community. Almost every year, 

the annual UN General Assembly resolution “Peaceful Settlement of the Palestinian Question” 

produced the same result. 164 countries voted in favour of supporting these terms for resolving 

the conflict while seven voted against, including Israel and the US, along with three abstentions. 

Within this context, Finkelstein added: “when crucial state interests are at stake, Israeli ruling elites 

seldom launch major operations for narrowly electoral gains” (Finkelstein, 2009).  
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From the Israeli perspective, it set out upon the Operation Cast Lead to achieve the following 

objectives: 

 The imposition of a new security regime, to protect the inhabitants of southern Israel and 

to set a buffer zone on the border between Gaza and Israel. Additionally, to prevent the 

Palestinian factions from firing rockets towards Israel (Catignani, 2009, p. 72). 

 Weaken Hamas, militarily and politically, to control the Gaza Strip. Destroy the military 

infrastructure of Hamas and its allies in the Gaza Strip. This includes military workforce, 

armament capabilities, especially the missiles, and network communications. Destroy the 

tunnels which are used for smuggling weapons through the Philadelphia12 corridor on 

Gaza’s border with Rafah. The then deputy IDF chief of staff said: “After this operation, 

there will not be one Hamas building left standing in Gaza” (Roy, 2011). Additionally, the 

elimination of the Palestinian resistance in general as well as preventing the smuggling of 

weapons.  

 Put pressure on Hamas, and the resistance factions to accept the truce under Israeli 

conditions, especially, after the imposition of a new political situation in the Gaza Strip 

(Cordesman, 2009). 

 Restore the prestige of Israel’s deterrence power, which had been lost in the Lebanon War 

in 2006, and prove, once again, that Israel is a regional superpower (Catignani, 2009, p. 

66). 

 Achieve internal political goals to win the Israeli elections in February 2009 (Catignani, 

2009, p. 68). 

 Release the Israeli soldier Gilad Shalit who was kidnapped on 25th June 2006 during the 

Foolish illusion operation13 (Tamir, 2012). 

 

                                                           
12 Philadelphia is a term commonly used to describe the security route along the border between Gaza and 
Egypt 
13 Foolish illusion operation is a joint Palestinian military operation in cooperation with Izz el-Deen al-
Qassam, the military wing of Hamas, Nasser Saladin Brigades and the Army of Islam 
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Of course, it can be argued that the timing of the war was in favour of Israel. The Palestinians and 

the Arabs were divided. Israel also took advantage of the presidential transitional period between 

Bush and Obama. Furthermore, the Kadima party needed to appear strong in the run-up to the 

general elections of February 2009. Avi Shlaim pointed out in his article How Israel brought Gaza 

to the brink of disaster: “The timing of the war was determined by political expediency. The army 

top brass had been champing at the bit to deliver a crushing blow to Hamas in order to remove the 

stain left on their reputation by the failure of the war against Hezbollah in Lebanon in July 2006” 

(Shlaim, 2009, p. 224). Once everything was in place, Israel used Shalit’s pretext and launched a 

violent war on the Gaza Strip. This war has been considered one of the most significant 

developments in the Palestinian - Israeli conflict, politically and militarily, in recent years (Chomsky, 

2009).    

5.2.3 Various positions on the Operation Cast Lead  

During and after the war in Gaza, the Western and Eastern countries, the Arab states, the Arab 

League and the UN did not have any real power to stop the human massacre committed by the 

Israeli military. Most of their comments were limited to condemnation. Indeed, most of them and 

their media had been convinced by the Israeli claims which justified the military attack on Gaza. 

The Israeli allegations tended to blame Hamas for the escalated Palestinian-Israeli conflict. Israel 

claimed that this war was fought under the pretext of fighting against terrorism and the protection 

of Israeli National Security. Besides, the latter portrayed itself as a protector of human rights. 

Consequently, Israel was then seen fighting on behalf of the international community against this 

terrorist organisation. This was to frame the Israeli claims within an acceptable definition of self-

defence (Siegman, 2009a). 

On the other hand, despite the fact that the official Israeli perspective in the Palestinian-Israeli 

conflict had been widely promoted in the international community, there were different voices 

from Israel itself at odds with the official Israeli perspective. Amram Mitzna, a former Israel’s IDF 

General and the Labor Party’s candidate for Prime Minister in the 2003 elections, asserted that 

aggressive Israeli policies, including closures, checkpoints, liquidations, against the Palestinians, 

also created terrorism (Mitzna, 2003). Menachem Klein, a former adviser to Ehud Barak, the then 
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Israel’s Prime Minister, also blamed Israel for being involved in terrorism. Klein said: “The Israeli 

army, frequently operated as an agent of terror. Unlike the Palestinian who operated as terrorism 

of the weak. Israel terrorism was terrorism of the strong: the mechanism of the state” (Slater, 

2015). 

Shmuel Zakai, a retired chief of the IDF’s Gaza Division, acknowledged in his interview with Haaretz 

on 22nd December 2009 a link of the failure of the Palestinian-Israeli truce with the economic 

sanctions imposed by Israel: “How could you create a truce, when the economic pressure on the 

Strip continues” (Horowitz, Ratner & Weiss, 2011). Additionally, Nissim Levy recognised that Israel 

had closed most of the peaceful doors in the face of the Palestinians. He said: “When you take a 

person and put him up against the wall and don’t leave him many options, then what do you want 

him to do? Do you think that if we were in their situation, we would not have suicide bombers?” 

(Slater, 2015) 

5.2.4 The Turkish position on the Operation Cast Lead  

The first spark  

The Turkish leadership felt that Ehud Olmert, the then prime minister of Israel, had used his last 

visit to Ankara on 22nd December 2008 to cause a distraction about his country’s real purpose. This 

visit took place just five days before the start of Cast Lead operation. During this visit, Olmert 

emphasised to Erdoğan that: “No humanitarian tragedy will be experienced in Gaza” (Bölme, 

2009). At the same time, there was a similar visit by the former Israel’s Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni 

to Cairo, just two days before the war, which also focused on the Gaza Strip’s situation, as well as 

Egyptian efforts to mediate in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict ((ICG), 2009). 

Turkey considered the Israeli war on Gaza as a serious affront to the prestige of the Turkish state 

and its mediating role (Zanotti, 2014). The Turkish mediating role in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict 

was a special source of pride for the Turkish officials. The Operation Cast Lead put the Turkish role 

on hold and ignored it.  

The 2008 Gaza war took place at a time when Syria and Israel were close to starting a direct 

discussion, under the supervision of Turkish diplomats in Ankara. With a sense of betrayal, the 
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Turkish government immediately declared the end to its mediator role in the talks between Israel 

and Syria. The Israeli war on Gaza brought a start to the clash in the Turkish-Israeli political 

relations. According to Ozlem Tür, an expert on international relations at Middle East Technical 

University in Ankara: “The 2008 Gaza war was the point at which, on the Turkish side, relations 

took a new turn” (Tür, 2012, p. 55-56). Dan Arbell, a Senior Fellow at the Center for Middle East 

Policy at Brookings, emphasised in his analysis paper The US-Turkey-Israel Triangle that: 

“American, Turkish, and Israeli experts and journalists have adopted a simplistic narrative 

that Erdoğan’s reaction to the Gaza campaign stemmed from a sense of personal insult over 

not being notified of Israel’s plan to invade Gaza, but Erdoğan’s sense of prestige as a 

regional player cannot be overlooked” (Arbell, 2014, p. 19).  

Practical Turkish steps towards the Gaza war 

With the beginning of the 2008 Gaza war, Turkey became the epicentre of many events. Externally, 

on 30th December 2008, Erdoğan announced in Damascus, after meeting with Syrian President 

Bashar al-Assad, that the Israeli aggression on Gaza had blown up all the efforts to achieve peace 

in the region (Haaretz, 2008). After his meeting with Egyptian President on the first of January 

2009, Erdoğan stressed the need for Israel to operate a cease fire immediately, as well as to lift 

the siege and to allow humanitarian aid to pass into Gaza. He also demanded that Hamas stopped 

the rocket firing into Israel. Erdoğan called for the need to prevent Israel from entering the UN 

Headquarters because of Israel’s rejection of Security Council Resolution 1860, which called for an 

immediate ceasefire in the Gaza Strip. Bülent Aras asserted the intensive efforts made by Erdoğan 

in order to stop the war on Gaza: 

“In response to the 2008 Israeli attack, Erdoğan suspended the talks and paid visits to Jordan, 

Syria, Egypt and Saudi Arabia to search for a solution to the Gaza situation. He also talked to 

the President of the Palestinian Authority, Mahmud Abbas. Erdoğan’s response to Israel, his 

suspension of talks, and his increase of shuttle diplomacy in the Middle East indicates the 

high level of Turkish involvement in the Palestinian question” (Aras, 2009, p. 1-11).  

Besides, the former Turkey’s Foreign Minister Ali Babacan, after talks with his Syrian counterpart 

Walid Al-Muallem, on 5th January 2009, stressed that Ankara was working at reaching a cease-fire 
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between the Palestinian and Israeli sides, with a provision for the presence of international 

observers (Aljazeera, 2009).  

Internally, the Turkish Ministry of Education sent an official statement to the Turkish primary and 

high schools requesting all students to pay homage to civilians killed in the Gaza war and 

encouraged teachers to prepare a competition on the subject Human Drama in Palestine. (Bahar, 

2009) Additionally, Turkey had become the scene of many activities and support events for the 

Palestinian people ((ICG), 2010). For instance, the Turks organised many pro-Palestinian activities 

in favour of lifting the siege on Gaza, including various demonstrations, festivals and provision of 

financial aid.  

The Turkish position was marked by a categorical rejection of the war, both from the Turkish 

government and the Turkish people. A growing anti-Israeli war sentiment was evident within the 

Turkish population. Turkey, unlike many other countries, took real official steps to stop the Israeli 

war on Gaza. This reflected directly on the official and the popular discourse in the Arab world. 

Both the Arab public opinion and the official governments acknowledged Ankara’s efforts to stop 

the Gaza war. Turkey’s active diplomacy in the Gaza war was widely greeted in the Arab public 

opinion. This helped to increase the popularity of the AKP government among the Arabs. In 

particular, many Palestinians saw in the Turkish intervention a glimmer of hope. According to 

Meliha Altunışık:  

“Previously Turkish-Israeli cooperation was one of the major points of criticism of Turkey in 

the Arab world. However, the Turkish government became especially critical of Israeli policies 

after the Gaza War in 2008-2009. A major change in that policy was highly welcomed and 

made Turkish Prime Minister Erdoğan especially popular in the region. In addition to these 

highly popular moves, the general turn in Turkish foreign policy in the region has been 

appreciated” (Altunışık, 2011, p. 1). 

Indeed, the more AKP-led Turkey had a strong discourse against Israel’s war on Gaza and used 

harsh language to criticise Israel, the more the AKP occupied a high position in the Middle East 

and at home. According to Jordanian columnist Hamadeh Faraneh: 
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“Arabs were moved on two fronts: By the sensitivity, the Turkish nation showed to the passion 

of the Palestinian people and by the historical and official stance of the Turkish government 

in the face of Israel and its readiness to help the Palestinian people, both materially and 

spiritually. Today, Turkey overcame the memories of World War I. I can say that since World 

War I, Turkey’s image in the Arab world has never been better” (Uslu, 2009). 

Kerim Balci and Emine Kart shared Faraneh’s view: “The Arab streets are referring to the Turkish 

prime minister either as the ‘Grandson of Abdülhamid II’ or a second ‘Gamal Abdel Naser,’ a new 

‘Arab hero’. Erdoğan is certainly winning the hearts of the Arab streets” (Balci & Kart, 2009).   

Since 7th January 2009, the Egyptian government had tried to mediate an indirect dialogue 

between Hamas and Israel. Both parties rejected the Egyptian initiative. Besides the Egyptian 

initiative, the international and regional pressure, headed by Turkey, had increased since the war 

had destroyed almost everything in Gaza. As a result of this ongoing pressure, both sides reached 

a cease-fire on 17th January 2009 (Khoury, 2009). 

5.2.5 The Goldstone Report  

The war resulted in the biggest massacre of the Palestinians since the War of 1967. It lasted 22 

days from 27th December 2008, until 17th January 2009, and claimed the lives of 1,310 Palestinians 

including 280 children and more than 5,300 wounded people including 1,100 children (Medical 

Aid for Palestinians and Save the Children, 2012). Civilians comprised almost 70 percent of the 

Palestinian martyrs. The devastation caused by the war on Gaza was extensive. For instance, it 

destroyed 2,400 homes, 29 schools, 121 technical workshops, 60 police stations, 30 mosques, 

hospitals, ambulances, and UN sanctuaries (Erakat, 2009).  

Based on the part of international law (IHL) which limits the use of violence in armed conflicts 

towards combatants and civilians, the Article 51(5)(b) considered the following attacks as 

indiscriminate and therefore illegal: “An attack which may be expected to cause incidental loss of 

civilian life, injury to civilians, damage to civilian objects, or a combination thereof, which would be 

excessive in relation to the concrete and direct military advantage anticipated” (Rayfuse, 2014). 
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During the military action, the Israeli troops committed many war crimes. There was the use of 

internationally prohibited munitions, such as white phosphorus bombs, (DIME) bombs, Volume 

Detonation Weapons (VDW) and flechettes. Many international organisations recognised, both 

formally and informally, that the use of internationally banned weapons caused excessive killing 

of civilians, the destruction of the infrastructure of the Gaza Strip, and numerous massacres were 

committed (Human Rights Watch, 2009). One of the most comprehensive and important 

investigation was done by the Goldstone Commission headed by Richard Goldstone. The 

Commission’s mandate was to evaluate Operation Cast Lead within “the framework of general 

international law, in particular, IHRL (international human rights law) and IHL (international 

humanitarian law).”  

In September 2009, after the investigation, the Goldstone Commission issued a detailed and wide-

ranging report of 452 pages (Goldstone, 2009). The main conclusion of this report: 

“The Goldstone Commission found that the civilian casualties were the result of Israeli 

bombing, missile attacks, tanks, and the employment of white phosphorous and other 

indiscriminate antipersonnel weapons whose use in populated areas is banned by 

international law. The UN Commission demonstrated that, beyond the direct killings, Israel 

intentionally attacked Gazan economic targets as well as other civilian infrastructures and 

institutions, including government agencies and police stations; schools; hospitals and 

ambulances; electrical generation plants and power lines; Industrial facilities; fuel depots; 

sewage plants; water storage tanks; and various food production systems, including 

orchards, greenhouses, and boats; and even private homes” (Slater, 2012, p. 55-56). 

To sum up, the Israeli military strategy has never been based on the doctrine of a soldier which has 

elements of chivalry and respect for the limits of war and its related laws. On the contrary, it has 

always been based on the doctrine of a warrior, which exceeds all the red lines of the international 

legitimacy laws, and exceeded the Charter of the UN and human rights. The doctrine of the warrior 

is a throwback to the wars of extermination and annihilation. Despite Israel’s use of excessive force 

in the 2008 Gaza war on top of the imposed siege on Gaza, Israel failed to achieve its goals in the 

Operation Cast Lead. This was because, in fact, the rocket launching of the Palestinian resistance 
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continued afterwards. Not only that, but Hamas increased its missile capability and became 

stronger. In the eyes of the Israeli government, they won the war on Gaza, but only by killing even 

more civilians, including children, women and elderly people, who would not have been a 

significant threat to Israel’s national security. 

 This war confirmed to all parties that the sole reliance on military force as a strategic tool to 

resolve the conflict would always fail. Whatever the capabilities and new technology that one party 

possesses, it cannot easily eliminate the resistance of those who demand freedom. After the war 

ended, the Israeli officials said: “Hamas had lost only a fraction of its fighters and retained a large 

stockpile of rockets and other armaments” (Whitlock, 2009). 

 

5.3 Davos incident 

The heightened political tension in the Turkish-Israeli relations was increased during a panel 

debate titled Gaza: The Case for Middle East Peace at the World Economic Forum in Davos, in 

Switzerland on 29th January 2009, after just about eleven days from the end of the Operation Cast 

Lead. Erdoğan pulled out from the Forum because he was prevented from replying to the 

comments made by Shimon Peres regarding the attack on Gaza. The reason behind Erdoğan’s 

anger was Peres’ refusal to recognise the humanitarian toll, which was the result of Israeli attacks 

on Gaza, as well as Peres’ defence of Israel as “a state exercising its legitimate right of self-defence” 

(Migdalovitz, 2010).  

Erdoğan had a public confrontation with the then Israeli President. He described the Israeli military 

operation in Gaza as a war crime. The discussion of the Gaza attacks was lively, with contributions 

from Ban Ki-moon, the former Secretary-General of the UN, Amr Moussa, the former Arab League 

secretary-general, Peres and Erdoğan (Kastoryano, 2013). Erdoğan spoke to Peres: “You are 

speaking with a raised voice. This is the psychology of guilt. You know very well how to kill.” 

Moreover, Erdoğan continued to quote from the Torah: “Article 6 of the Old Testament reads: 

Thou shalt not kill.” After Erdoğan departed, Peres said: “Turkey would have reacted the same way 

if rockets had been falling on Istanbul” (Bennhold, 2009).   
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The increased political clash in the Turkish-Israeli relations  

The Davos incident opened a new dimension in the Turkish- Israeli political tension. The Davos 

incident can be considered as the first public strong rhetoric from Erdoğan towards the 2008 Israeli 

military operation. This incident contributed to increasing the atmosphere of mistrust between 

Ankara and Tel Aviv. Hasan Kosebalaban considered Erdoğan’s character had contributed to the 

dramatisation of the political clash between the two countries: 

“A proud and charismatic leader, Erdoğan has a low tolerance for being humiliated and 

deceived, as demonstrated by his actions during several events, including Davos. He is known 

as a politician who cannot hide his true feelings. His own perception of having been cheated 

by his Israeli partner, who promised him peace just two days before the Gaza attacks, made 

him angry” (Kosebalaban, 2010, p. 36-50). 

The Israeli government was shocked by Erdoğan’s reaction at the Davos Forum. This shock was 

reflected by various unorganised reactions from the Israeli politicians. The former Israel’s Deputy 

Foreign Minister Majallie Whbee warned in front of press reporters that: “If Turkey persists in its 

claims that genocide is taking place in Gaza, we will then recognise the Armenian-related events 

as genocide” (Sassounian, 2009). Also, the commander of Israeli ground forces, Avi Mizrahi, 

attacked Erdoğan. Mizrahi accused the Turks of having carried out massacres of the Armenians, as 

well as conducting the occupation of the north of the island of Cyprus in a violent manner (Saleh, 

2010). These statements marked the first use of harsh language by Israeli officials in response to 

the Turkish discourse. After protest from the Turkish General Staff on these declarations, Israeli 

Chief of Staff General Gabi Ashkenazi tried to contain the situation by apologising to his Turkish 

counterpart. Gabi Ashkenazi said: “Mizrahi’s remarks did not reflect the IDF’s official position, and 

that Israel highly valued the strategic relationship it had forged over the years with the Turkish 

military”(Aytürk, 2009, p. 65). According to Ufuk Ulutaş:  

“For Israel, it was understandably harder to get over such a public critique from a friendly 

nation. Since that incident, Israel’s policy towards Turkey has been shaped by what one may 

call the Davos syndrome. This syndrome combines Israel’s initial shock as a result of the 

Davos incident and its shaken trust in Turkey” (Ulutaş, 2010b).  
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The increased political clash in the Turkish-Israeli relations resulted, for instance, in the spring of 

2009, in the cancellation of Davutoğlu’s trip to Israel after being prevented from visiting Hamas 

officials in Gaza (Inbar, 2010). Additionally, in October 2009, Erdoğan refused to permit Israeli 

participation in the Anatolian Eagle military exercises. Erdoğan claimed that the Turkish public 

opinion was against the cooperation with Israel. In protest of this decision, the USA, too, withdrew 

from the training exercises (Aytürk, 2011, p. 678). The Anatolian Eagle exercises were designed to 

improve international aerial collaboration and to enhance long-range capability. These exercises 

were hosted at the Konya air base, 250 kilometres south of Ankara. 

The AKP instrumentalised the Turkish political clash with Israel internally and externally 

Despite the negative atmosphere in the Turkish-Israeli relations which appeared clearly after the 

Davos incident and the 2008 Gaza war, I purport that the Davos incident and the Turkish position 

on the 2008 Gaza war should be perceived as opportunities for the AKP to strengthen their 

domestic political position, rather than the sign of a real crisis between these two important 

strategic allies. Thus, contrary to many studies in this field, I argue that the AKP did not depart 

from its alliance with Israel. It was above all a political move for AKP’s domestic purposes. Of 

course, the media and the personality of some elites in both countries had contributed to 

dramatising the crisis.   

Taking into account that the AKP government was suffering from internal difficulties at that time, 

the Turkish clash with Israel has been instrumentalised to consolidate AKP’s power. The internal 

situation escalated, especially after the AKP had nominated Abdullah Gül for president. On 27th 

April 2007, the opposition parties did not participate in the first round of the presidential election 

in an attempt to derail the election. This caused an increase in the confrontation between the AKP 

and the secularist opposition. The Constitutional Court cancelled the vote, following a petition 

from the CHP, under the pretext of a lack of quorum (which should represent at least two-third of 

the votes of the MPs) (Migdalovitz, 2007).  

Besides the opposition parties’ rejection of Gül, on 27th April 2007, the Turkish General Staff 

published a controversial electronic memorandum on its website saying that: “If necessary, the 

Turkish Armed Forces will not hesitate to make their position and stance abundantly clear as the 
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absolute defenders of secularism” (Wright, 2012, p. 132). This was considered as an electronic coup 

in order to threaten the ruling of the AKP and to protect the Turkish secular system. According to 

Evangelia Axiarlis: 

“The presidential election in 2007 is noteworthy. This was a turbulent period in Turkish 

politics that threatened to erupt into a full-blown conflict between the military, which was 

prepared to intervene, and the governing AKP, which would not back down or withdraw 

Abdullah Gul as its presidential candidate. With tensions simmering, the former chief of 

general staff, staunchly secular Yasar Buyukanit, stated in a news conference on 12th April 

2007 that the presidential elections were directly related to the military’s agenda because 

the president is the Commander in Chief of the Turkish Armed Forces” (Axiarlis, 2014). 

Apart from the E-memorandum, there were other threats from the Kemalists to topple the AKP 

ruling. A range of demonstrations Republic Rallies took place in Turkey in May 2007 in support of 

a strict principle of state secularism. These protests threatened to unsettle the AKP government 

and to prevent Abdullah Gül from becoming the Turkish president (Kuzmanovic, 2012). Michael 

M. Gunter asserted that the Society of Retired Officers (Türkiye Emekli Subaylar Derneði, TESUD), 

the Society for Kemalist Thought (Atatürkcü Düþünce Derneði, ADD) as well as Secular women’s 

groups played a significant role in “galvanising the massive popular demonstrations against the 

AKP in April and May of 2007” (Gunter, 2008, p. 61).  

The opposition’s attempts did not stop at aiming to topple the AKP ruling. On 14th March 2008, 

the AKP faced one of the most difficult situations that ever threatened its existence. Abdurahman 

Yalçnkaya, the former Chief Public Prosecutor of the Supreme Court of Appeals, requested the 

Constitutional Court to disband the party following the claim that AKP had become a focal point 

for anti-secular activities. The party was accused of anti-secular activities including “anti-secular 

statements” from Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and Abdullah Gül and an extensive list of allegedly anti-

secular activities and publications by the AKP, including various attempt to lift the headscarf ban 

in the universities (European Stability Initiative, 2008). However, on 30th July 2008, the 

Constitutional Court decided not to pursue the case.   
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What is more, despite the fact that Turkey has in the past been through many financial crises, no 

one can deny the impact of the 2008 global financial crisis on the Turkish economy and the 

government. In fact, the economy is one of the most important pillars on which the AKP 

government is based. As a result of this crisis, various Turkey’s economic levels including trade, 

capital movements, external and internal investment, and the business sector suffered a serious 

blow from this global crisis. This certainly had a negative impact on the work of the AKP 

government. Ercan Uygur said: 

 “In the first quarter of 2009, the Turkish economy recorded the sharpest quarterly GDP 

decline of the last three decades, at -14.3%, and the highest unemployment rate, at nearly 

16%. These are among the highest rates when compared with other countries and indicate 

that the Turkish economy suffered a serious blow from the global crisis of 2008-09. This is 

not surprising given the degree of Turkey's integration into the global economy and the 

severity of the recent global recession” (Uygur, 2010, p. 3). 

However, despite all these difficulties and political manoeuvres between the Turkish political 

parties, the AKP was able to confront the attempts to topple its ruling. Within this context, the 

Turkish-Israeli clash had been important in consolidating the power of the AKP internally. In other 

words, the AKP had been able to use the Turkish-Israeli clash as a tool of domestic legitimacy 

against the Kemalist and secularist opposition. Besides, instead of weakening the AKP, these 

attempts “gave credence to the AKP’s self-portrayal as the sole liberalising socio-political force in 

the country” (Bank & Karadag, 2013, p. 294).  

Internally, the 2008 Gaza war and Davos incident had a very positive influence over the AKP’s 

supporters. For instance, Erdoğan was received as a hero upon his arrival back in Istanbul on his 

way back from Davos. In his initial comment following the incident, Erdoğan said: “We are 

advancing towards the strong and great Turkey that we have long yearned for” (Demirtaş-

Bagdonas, 2013, p. 115). The ramifications of Erdoğan’s tirade at Davos continued with popular 

support both at home as well as abroad in the Muslim world. 

Erdoğan was acutely aware of what he was doing in Davos and its impact on the Turkish public 

opinion. He always gave much attention in his political discourse to domestic public opinion, and 
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especially the AKP’s supporters. Jones and Peccei (2004) point out that: “language can be used not 

only to steer people’s thoughts and beliefs but also to control their thoughts and beliefs” (Bayram, 

2010, p. 29). Kirișçi also said: 

 “Erdoǧan’s criticism was most probably aimed at pleasing his public. Given his constituency, 

for Erdoǧan to ignore the Palestinians would be a serious political liability; speaking out in 

their defence lends him and his government credibility among the local public, even if behind 

the scenes he continues to uphold bilateral agreements and positive relations” (Kirișçi, 2004, 

p. 11-12). 

What has to be mentioned is that such a discourse proved its effectiveness and ability to influence 

Turkish public opinion. This is because the debates on the Davos incident had crossed the expected 

political border and was being used in the broadest sense through a huge campaign spreading in 

Turkey. The media was one of the major elements in the Turkish-Israeli political clash. According to 

Malike Bileydi Koç: “It was determined that Hürriyet allocated the largest space to Davos news, 

followed by Cumhuriyet, Zaman and Vakit, respectively. The total number of news articles during 

the analysis period of all four newspapers was 91” (Koç, 2011, p. 390). Within this context, the 

Turkish criticism of the Israeli occupation was a useful policy to attract more supporters in the 2009 

Turkish local election, in which the Davos incident was used as a tool during the AKP political 

campaign (Köprülü, 2009, p. 190). Additionally, the AKP was able to get a majority over a 

referendum on constitutional amendments in 2010, 58% were in favour, and 42% were against. 

Externally, the Arab public opinion from different socio-economic backgrounds, as well as from 

different intellectual orientations (conservative, secular and nationalist) showed a large interest 

and support to what happened in Davos. Aylin Şenol pointed out: 

“Davos affair has made the Prime Minister Erdoğan a “champion” of the Arab masses and 

made Turkey highly popular in the Arab world. The Arab press was full of praise for Erdoğan 

who has begun to be called as the new Nasser and had done more for Gaza than all the Arab 

leaders combined. Even the Syrian leader Bashar Al-Assad even acknowledged that Erdoğan 

was probably the most popular leader in Syria” (Şenol, 2010).  
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5.4  Low Chair incident  

The tension in the Turkish-Israeli relations had spread and began to take another turn in civil 

society, NGOs, and youth movements, as well as in the media. The media had contributed to the 

further deterioration of the Turkish-Israeli political ties. Furthermore, Ofra Bengio argued about 

the bias of official Turkish media for the Palestinian cause while the official Israeli media tried to 

present a balanced picture: 

“As for the Turkish media, most of its reports on the Palestinian problem are one-sided and 

biased against Israel. Israeli attacks against Palestinians are always reported, but the Turkish 

media rarely dwells on Hamas terrorist attacks against Israel. In contrast, the Israeli media 

reports on the fighting between the Turkish army and the PKK mainly from the Turkish point 

of view, and rarely shows any sympathy to the PKK” (Bengio, 2009a, p. 46). 

On 11th January 2010, Daniel Ayalon, the former Israeli Deputy Foreign Minister called for a 

meeting with Ahmet Oğuz Celikkol, the then Turkish Ambassador in Tel Aviv, to submit an 

objection for giving a negative portrayal of Israeli soldiers through two fictional TV dramas 

broadcast on Turkish TV channels, Ayrılık (Separation) and Kurtlar Vadisi (Valley of the Wolves). 

Danny Ayalon deliberately insulted the Turkish ambassador in front of the Israeli journalists and 

television crews. Ayalon said to the television cameras in Hebrew: “Note that he is sitting in a lower 

chair, and we are in the higher ones, that there is only an Israeli flag on the table and that we are 

not smiling” (Kosebalaban, 2010, p. 36-50).  

In fact, this incident was not an individual decision. A few days before the Low Chair incident, the 

former Israel’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, Lieberman, emphasised at a Heads of Missions 

conference held in Jerusalem in January 2010, that Israel’s response to Turkey’s actions had to be 

assertive to “preserve the national honour of the State of Israel.” Lieberman told the Israeli 

ambassadors to: “Stop turning the other cheek whenever Israel was attacked. Terms like national 

honour have value in the Middle East. There is no need to provoke or exaggerate, but there must 

not be an attitude of obsequiousness and self-deprecation, and the need to always justify the other 

side” (Oster, 2010). 
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Israel’s behaviour towards their diplomatic representative shocked and caused public anger in 

Turkey. Oğuz Çelikkol in his response to the incident, said: “I have not seen such an affair in my 35-

year career. I would have walked out of the room if I understood Hebrew or if he had dared speak 

in English” (Sariişik, 2010). Ceylon Ozen, the former spokeswoman for the Turkish Embassy in Tel 

Aviv, also said: “It was unacceptable, shocking and primitive, and did not comply with the expected 

standards for diplomacy” (Flower & Medding, 2010). From the Turkish perspective, the incident 

was perceived as an attack on the Turkish nation. Devlet Bahçeli, the chairperson of the Nationalist 

Action Party (MHP), considered this incident as “humiliating assaults on the nation as a whole” 

(Demirtaş-Bagdonas, 2013, p. 105).  

The then President Abdullah Gül intervened to try to resolve the situation. Gül stated: “They have 

been given until tonight; either they fix it, or our ambassador will head to Turkey on the first flight 

tomorrow for consultations” (Hürriyet Daily News, 2010). Very quickly, the Israeli government gave 

a formal apology, through Daniel Ayalon. Ayalon said: “I had no intention to humiliate you 

personally and apologise for the way the demarche was handled and perceived. Please convey this 

to the Turkish people for whom we have great respect. I hope that both Israel and Turkey will seek 

diplomatic and courteous channels to convey messages as two allies should” (Klein, 2010). The 

Israel’s officials tried to downplay the importance of this incident by noting that it was one 

individual’s error and not the fault of the state. On the other hand, the Turkish government 

considered this apology as a victory for Turkish diplomacy (Ravid, 2010a).  

These incidents, including the low chair one, may have been described from different sources as 

simple and did not emphasise them much in earlier studies. Despite the fact that this incident was 

resolved quickly and Ayalon apologised twice for this humiliation, the accumulation of these 

events in the Turkish-Israeli political relations did easily enhance the popularity of the AKP both 

internally and externally. In other words, these events had a great impact on consolidating the 

AKP’s power when facing an increased conflict with its opposition.  
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5.5 The attack on the Mavi Marmara 

Based on the ongoing Turkish campaign which aimed to break the Israeli siege on Gaza, the Turkish 

NGO İHH along with other international NGOs, decided on 31st May 2010, to send six aid ships to 

Gaza. These ships, which were headed by the Turkish-owned Mavi Marmara, were loaded with 

relief supplies and humanitarian aid from different countries including Turkey, Greece, and 

Ireland. Additionally, these ships carried nearly 663 people from 37 countries, participating in this 

humanitarian campaign, including politicians from various nationalities, journalists, pro-

Palestinian activists, and crew members (Migdalovitz, 2010). The ships set off from different ports 

of southern European countries and Turkey. They had agreed to meet at a specific point in the 

southern city of Limassol in Cyprus before sailing in the direction of Gaza. 

From the official Turkish side, the AKP government tried to justify its non-involvement in the Mavi 

Marmara by claiming that: “Turkey is a democratic state and that democratic states cannot give 

instructions to NGOs” (Aytürk, 2011, p. 682). When the flotilla approached the international waters 

close to Gaza, the Israeli commandos attacked the Mavi Marmara. The situation on the Mavi 

Marmara quickly became serious (Makowski & Weinbaum, 2013). The conflict eventually resulted 

in the death of ten Turkish passengers and wounded more than 50 people (UN, 2010). After that, 

the Israeli Navy then took the ships including the Mavi Marmara to the Israeli port of Ashdod. The 

participants were arrested, interrogated and then released.  

The AKP government considered the Israeli attack on the Mavi Marmara in international waters 

as a flagrant violation of international law. It was clear that Israel used excessive force to give a 

hard warning to any repeated attempt to break the siege on Gaza. As expected, the attack caused 

high tension in the Turkish-Israeli political relations, especially since most of the participants in the 

campaign were Turkish citizens. It may not have been a coincidence that Israeli offensive forces 

targeted the Turkish boat, which caused the deaths of ten Turkish citizens. Among all these 

incidents mentioned in this chapter, the most significant development that permanently unsettled 

Turkish-Israeli bilateral relations was the attack on the Mavi Marmara. This incident came to be 

considered of a national importance and became a matter of National Security.   
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According to the efforts of former UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon to mediate the increased 

conflict between the two countries, both countries accepted in early August 2010 to create a UN 

special commission inquiry. This committee was chaired by “the former Prime Minister of New 

Zealand, Geoffrey Palmer and vice-chaired by the former President of Colombia, Alvaro Uribe. It 

also included a former Director-General of the Israeli Foreign Ministry, Joseph Ciechanover, and 

former Undersecretary of the Turkish Foreign Ministry, Ozdem Sanberk” (Palmer, Uribe, Itzhar & 

Sanberk, 2011).   

The political crisis between the two countries peaked when the UN-commissioned Palmer-Uribe 

report was released in 2011. According to the report, the Israeli blockade of Gaza was legal from 

an international legal perspective. Furthermore, the Israeli naval commandoes faced organised 

and violent resistance and were compelled to use violence as an act of self-defence. Yet, the Israeli 

troop’s use of excessive and unreasonable force and the Israeli military’s treatment of participants 

was found abusive. Turkey, however, was found guilty as well for not preventing the departure of 

the ship, considering the rather unclear nature of the IHH and its public ties with Hamas (Saltzman, 

2015, p. 249-273). On 6th September 2011, the AKP government expressed its opposition to the 

report and Erdoğan considered Israel as “the spoilt boy of the UN” (Kalaycıoğlu, 2011). 

The situation after the Mavi Marmara attack as well as the Palmer’s UN report can be summed up 

as follows: 

From the Turkish side 

The Israeli assault sparked discontent and anger on Turkish public opinion, putting pressure on the 

Turkish leaders to respond to the attack by taking appropriate steps. Furthermore, the then 

Turkish President Abdullah Gül warned that relations with Israel could not remain as they were. 

Additionally, Erdoğan in response to this attack, sent his Foreign Minister to New York to call for 

an emergency meeting at the UN Security Council, of which Turkey was then a non-permanent 

member, to an emergency meeting (Kösebalaban, 2011, p. 93-114). Erdoğan condemned the 

incident by noting that: “This action, totally contrary to the principles of international law, is 

inhumane state terrorism. Nobody should think we will keep quiet in the face of this” (Ynet, 2010). 

Erdoğan strongly insisted on the importance of Israel’s apology for this incident. Israel was harshly 
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criticised by both the Turkish government and the Turkish opposition for the attack on the Mavi 

Marmara. The Turkish elites described the incident as an unjustifiable assault against the Turkish 

nation. The opposition leaders demanded the Turkish government take a firm stance against Israel 

and uphold Turkish national honour and pride. The speaker of CHP, Birgül Ayman Güler, called on 

the government to “do all that was necessary to enhance the nation’s honour” (Demirtaş-

Bagdonas, 2013, p. 105).   

In contrast to both official and popular position in Turkey, Fethullah Gülen considered that the ship 

and the relief mission had no legitimacy to enter Gaza. Gülen told the Wall Street Journal that: 

“Organisers’ failure to seek an accord with Israel before attempting to deliver aid is a sign of defying 

authority, and will not lead to fruitful matters” (Kiziltug, 2014). However, the AKP government 

reminded Gülen of one of his principles “not to go against the guardian of the state.” According to 

Gülen’s ideologies, the actions are done either by the government or the MGK, which are 

considered the guardian of the Turkish state, and called as an ijtihad14. During an ongoing conflict 

after the coup of 1997 between the AKP and Gülen, the AKP government had broadcast a televised 

interview of Gülen saying: “Even if the National Security Council (MGK) makes mistakes, it is 

counted as a good deed” (Daily Sabah, 2014). 

After the talks over the Palmer report had reached a deadlock, the AKP government took 

comprehensive diplomatic actions against Israel, starting by expelling the Israeli ambassador and 

reducing diplomatic representation to its lowest level and recalling its ambassador from Israel as 

a protest. Additionally, Turkey suspended the bilateral military contracts and closed its airspace 

and military airports for the use of Israeli aircraft, and even overflights by Israeli aircrafts in its 

airspace were banned. Furthermore, Turkey declared that their relationship would not return to 

normal until Israel agreed on three conditions for the normalisation: a formal apology for the 

attack on the Mavi Marmara; financial compensation for the victims; and ending the Israeli siege 

on the Gaza Strip (Arbell, 2014, p. 2). 

 

                                                           
14 Ijtihad is a term which recognised the decision-making process through personal efforts in Islamic law 
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From the Israeli side 

Israel has put the responsibility for this incident onto the AKP government. Based on the statement 

of the Turkel Commission which was appointed by the Israeli authority to examine the takeover of 

the Mavi Marmara, the ship enjoyed both official and unofficial assistance from the Turkish state 

(The Turkel Commission: The Public Commission to Examine the Maritime Incident of 31st May 

2010, 2010). This incident led Israel to withdraw its military advisers from Turkey and rejected all 

conditions set by the Turkish government.  

Various positions had emerged within the Israeli political parties in regards to the Mavi Marmara. 

The right-wing elites in Israel, such as Netanyahu from Likud and the former Foreign Minister 

Avigdor Lieberman from Yisrael Beitenu, argued for the need of a strong position towards Turkey. 

Netanyahu stated: “I thought that we did not need to bow our heads at these unjustified attacks. 

There is also justice and national honour that we need to protect. We did not give up on Turkey, 

but Turkey decided to give up on us” (Eran, 2011, p. 35). Lieberman went further to assert that: 

“We simply cannot afford to apologise to Turkey for the flotilla incident. Even if our lives depend on 

it” (Burston, 2012). However, Ehud Barak from the Labour Party was critical of Netanyahu’s strong 

position vis-à-vis Turkey. Barak did not share Netanyahu’s view. He asserted the importance of 

having an “apology”, at least for the operational errors (Demirtaş-Bagdonas, 2013, p. 104-105). 

Additionally, the former Israel’s Transportation Minister Katz argued that: “Turkey is an important 

country, but we need to preserve our national honour, as well as the honour of the IDF soldiers” 

(Keinon, 2010).  

Moreover, under US sponsorship, secret bilateral meetings began after the incident in Switzerland 

between Ahmet Davutoğlu with the then Israeli Minister of Industry and Trade Binyamin Ben-

Eliezer. These meetings aimed to contain the political tension between the two countries. This led 

to a considerable disagreement between Netanyahu and Lieberman. Lieberman criticised 

Netanyahu for trying to exceed the relevant decision-making actors. Furthermore, Lieberman felt 

personally dishonoured and betrayed, arguing: “This is an insult to the norms of accepted 

behaviour and a severe blow to the confidence between the foreign minister and the PM” (Ravid, 

2010b). To contain the political crisis between Netanyahu and Lieberman, the PM’s Office quickly 
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released a statement saying that: “The foreign minister was not informed for technical reasons 

only. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu is working in full cooperation with the foreign minister 

and will clarify the incident with him” (Ravid, 2010b).  

 

5.6 The AKP’s pragmatic policy towards Israel 

Despite the negative tensions between Ankara and Tel Aviv, caused by inter allia the 2008 Gaza 

war, the 2009 Davos incident, the 2010 Low Chair incident and the 2010 Mavi Marmara incident, 

the AKP government had adopted a pragmatic policy towards Israel during the 2007-2011 period. 

This, of course, because Israel plays a significant role in stabilising the internal and external Turkish 

situation. 

Furthermore, I would argue that the prioritisation of Turkey’s ideological interests in shaping the 

foreign policy of Turkey did not conflict with the material ones. This is because the political crisis 

between the two countries did not lead to an economic crisis, but on the contrary to increased 

trade relations up to 29% in 2011, reaching its highest level in five years. This proves the 

effectiveness of the pragmatic policy. Turkey’s exports to Israel climbed from $ 1,8 billion in 2010 

to $ 2,17 billion in 2011. Israel’s exports to Turkey jumped from $ 1,31 billion in 2010 to $ 1,85 

billion, bringing bilateral trade to $ 4 billion, according to the office of the Israeli commercial 

attache in Istanbul (Uzer, 2013, p. 108).  

What is more, in March 2012, the investment group TÜSİAD met with various journalists to discuss 

the prospect of Turkish strategic investment. During the meeting, the officials of TÜSİAD 

considered Israel a priority investment partner (Yinanc, 2012). In the meantime, Stanley Fischer, 

the then governor of the Bank of Israel admitted that Turkey is Israel’ main market in the region: 

“Regarding the sophisticated economies in the region, which is where we export most successfully, 

Turkey is the most important” (Cagaptay & Evans, 2012). 

Moreover, various positive political steps had also been taken from both sides, including sending 

Turkish planes to help fight forest fires in northern Israel in December 2010 and Israel’s aid offer 

after the October 2011 earthquake in eastern Turkey near the city of Van (Cagaptay & Evans, 



  204 
 

2012). In parallel, the US administration continued its attempts to create a better atmosphere, re-

establish new relations between the countries, and prevent further escalation which could lead to 

the deterioration of the Turkish-Israeli relationship. Within this context, at the UN General 

Assembly summit in New York, Erdoğan and Obama had a private talk in order to mend the Turkish 

political clash with Israel (Benhorin, 2011). Additionally, in September 2010, Turkey did not oppose 

Israel’s membership to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), of 

which Turkey is a member since 2nd August 1961 (Sönmez, 2016, p. 3). The membership of the 

OECD has an important value in helping the governments to “foster prosperity and fight poverty 

through economic growth and financial stability” (OECD, 2016).  

 

5.7 Conclusion  

If the insistence of Turkey to make Israel apologise for the Mavi Marmara incident was viewed in 

Turkey as the restoration of Turkish national honour and the acknowledgement of its superiority, 

the acceptance to apologise was considered a huge insult in Israeli circles. According to Nimrod 

Goren: “The Israelis did not understand the significance of the flotilla event for Turks. While 

Davutoğlu labelled the incident as Turkey’s 9/11, Israel dismissed the incident as an event used by 

Erdoğan to humiliate Israel and to improve Turkey’s standing in the Arab and Muslim world” 

(Goren, 2012, p. 128). Therefore, we should accept that in the relations between the two states 

and whether the incident of the humiliation was deemed to be intentional or not, the interactions 

between the two nations could easily turn into a clash, particularly if one of the parties described 

this incident as an attack on national honour and as a mark of disrespect to the nation’s greatness. 

Therefore, the events which followed this incident, could be justified under the concept of the 

protection of state’s national honour, dignity and international reputation (Demirtaş-Bagdonas, 

2013, p. 117-122). 

Moreover, the intransigent policy which were adopted by both Israel’s right-wing political 

leadership and the Israeli military command closed many doors for flexible exit strategies to lift 

the siege of Gaza and to find a peaceful solution for the Palestinian cause in general. Israel had 

viable options to break the imposed siege on Gaza such as opening a dialogue with Hamas or 
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enhancing the Turkish mediating role in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict or even providing an 

efficient organisation under a European international supervision. Furthermore, it can be argued 

that the US administration’s inability to protect the Israeli-Palestinian peace process was the main 

reason which led to the re-escalation of the conflict between the Palestinians and the Israelis. 

Stephen Zunes, the head of the Department of Middle East Studies at the University of San 

Francisco said: “None of this would have happened if the US government had lived up to its 

responsibilities as guarantor of the Oslo Accords and self-proclaimed chief mediator in the Israeli-

Palestinian peace process” (Zunes, 2007). 

The Israeli military assault of Mavi Marmara against the Turkish activists wounded the pride of the 

Turkish people and their political leaders. Various political actors such as Erdoğan, Lieberman and 

Ayalon played a substantial role in the escalation of the Turkish-Israeli political relations during the 

2007-2011 period. These political actors used the above-mentioned events to further their 

domestic interests. At that time, according to Fikret Efe, the most influential factors in the change 

in Israeli opinion, positively or negatively, about Turks and/or Turkey were: 

“The Mavi Marmara raid (69.4% of respondents), Israel’s attack on Gaza in 2008 (12.1%) and 

Danny Ayalon’s humiliating attitude to the Turkish Ambassador (10.9%), and Davos Summit 

(One Minute) 2009 (7.7%). Thus it is understood that all of the recent events have contributed 

to some degree to Turkey and Turkish images in Israeli society, but Mavi Marmara is the most 

crucial one” (Efe, 2012, p. 129-130). 

On top of that, such a pragmatic policy served Erdoğan internally and externally well. Internally, 

after the 2008 Gaza war, the AKP used its foreign relations including the Turkish relations with 

both Israel and Palestine, as a major tool to bolster its role in domestic politics. The Turkish 

intervention in Gaza was widely marketed as AKP standing side by side with the oppressed. Israel 

and its Western allies were considered the oppressors. Large segments of the Turkish people were 

mobilised around these slogans. This had an impact on the voting behaviour and political 

participation in favour of the AKP. With the help of the media, the AKP government was able to 

counter, for instance, various domestic conflicts. 
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Externally, this had increased the general appreciation for AKP’s foreign policy, not only for the 

Palestinians but in the wider Arab and Islamic world. The Turkish Economic and Social Studies 

Foundation (TESEV) conducted various surveys to observe the evolution of Middle Eastern 

perceptions of Turkey after these events including a survey in 2009 and 2010 (Akgün, Perçinoğlu 

& Gündoğar, 2010). According to Carola Cerami: 

“The first survey conducted in 2009 surprisingly revealed that Turkey’s image in the Arab 

world, which had been negative throughout most of the twentieth century, had become 

positive in the first years of AKP government. TESEV’s second, the analogous survey 

confirmed this transformation. The survey in question was conducted between August and 

September 2010 in Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Palestine, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Iraq, and Iran and 

revealed a statistically significant increase in positive opinions of Turkey. Indeed, 80 percent 

of participants in the seven Arab states surveyed had a positive view of Turkey. The second 

important finding was that Turkey’s mediatory role in the Middle East was welcomed. The 

survey also demonstrated that Turkey’s economic presence was felt in the region. Finally, 

Turkey’s impact on the region was not limited to the economic and political spheres: Turkey 

was beginning to be a player in the cultural domain too” (Cerami, 2013).  

Finally, these events proved that the Turkish support, whether in the formal or popular side, 

gradually began to shift focus more towards Gaza rather than the West Bank. Most of the Turkish 

efforts in the West Bank were limited to political statements and diplomatic relations between the 

Palestinian Authority and the AKP government. This transformation was not just because the AKP 

shared the same ideology as Hamas, as different scholars analysed. This was rather because, in 

Gaza, there was more political space for the AKP government to gain more weight and to act as 

guardian, especially because of Hamas’ financial weakness and the imposed political blockade on 

Hamas and Gaza. This role was harder to fulfil in the West Bank because of many obstacles such as 

security issues as well as the political considerations of Israel and the Palestinian Authority. 
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6.1 Introduction 

In the last decade, many factors have been responsible for sudden changes in the Arab countries. 

First, the increasing power struggle between the political forces of Sunni and Shia, particularly in 

the Levant. Second, there was widespread corruption within state institutions in Arab countries as 

well as political persecution (lack of political freedom and public accountability). Third, there was 

an increase of autocratic tendencies, a decline of living standards and growing inequality. Fourth, 

there was also the emergence of sectarian projects and religious movements which acted 

politically according to a narrow sectarian vision. Fifth, there was a lack of a robust and influential 

Arab entity to represent the Arab interests at both regional and international levels. These 

combined factors were the main base for the outbreak of the so-called Arab Spring. The term Arab 

Spring is used to describe a series of revolutions in several Arab countries and the name is based 

on the Spring of Nations, a multiple liberal European revolutions which occurred in 1848. 

Furthermore, these Arab revolutions have also been named under a variety of names, including 

Arab Winter and Iranian Winter. 

The Arab Spring produced an awakening among the Arab working classes. It spread a considerable 

degree of optimism to change the dictatorial regimes in the region. The Arab Spring was set to 

constitute a historic opportunity to rebuild the Arab states in accordance with new principles such 

as justice, democracy, freedom, equality and good living standards for everyone. Another purpose 

was to create a consolidated national identity and move the Arabs from being blindly obedient to 

Western powers, towards an era of political modernity. It began in Tunisia and spread to other 

authoritarian regimes in Arab countries such as Egypt, Libya, Yemen and Syria. 

Young people were at the heart of it, holding the torch of the Arab revolutions. These uprisings 

were driven fundamentally by domestic actors. Social media played a vital role to mobilise these 

revolutions in the Arab world. After the revolutions in the Arab countries had clearly made a global 

impact, international interventions started to manifest themselves in the region. To be clear, the 

Arab desire for change was not enough by itself. Strategic plans were necessary to achieve this 

change. The rebels themselves did not expect this change to spread as fast as it did and did not 

manage to stop the international interventions. They lacked experience. Therefore, the Arab Spring 
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failed to achieve the desired objectives. Not only that, but the peaceful revolutions resulted in 

economic and political instability, and even in civil war, and aggravated the sectarian conflicts. 

This chapter analyses the main attitudes of Israel and Turkey with regard to the Arab Spring, as well 

as how as a consequence the Palestinian cause became overlooked in the geopolitics. Besides, the 

catalysts of the Turkish intervention in the Arab Spring which stem from three factors: the 

international, regional and domestic political environment will be discussed. Additionally, I 

highlight how Turkey gradually changed its position on the Arab Spring. This change was 

represented by three stages: 1) cautious move phase, 2) dynamic and active involvement phase 

and 3) step back phase. Furthermore, I explain how the AKP government intervened in the Arab 

Spring and left its Zero problems policy in tatters. As a result of Turkey’s excessive interference in 

the Arab Spring,  chaos occurred in both Turkey’s domestic and foreign policies from 2011 until the 

middle of 2016. This chaos became clear in many internal and external situations. Taking an 

example of this chaos, the June and November 2015 elections will be discussed. 

In this chapter, I will start from the argument that the ideological interests had been prioritised at 

the expense of material ones. Contrary to what had happened during the second ruling period of 

the AKP government 2007-2011, the overuse of ideological interests in the AKP’s foreign policy in 

the Arab Spring led to harm Turkey’s material interests on various internal and external occasions. 

 

6.2 The position of Turkey and Israel on the Arab Spring 

The Arab Spring caught both Ankara and Tel Aviv by surprise. However, both of them dealt with 

the Arab Spring and the Middle East from two opposite perspectives.  

Israel  

Short term perspective 

The Arab Spring created an intense internal debate in Israel on whether the Arab Spring would be 

useful for Israel or not. Security concerns formed the background for the debate. Michael Singh 

pointed out that: 
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“Recent events have challenged Israel’s security from several angles. The borders with Egypt 

and Syria are far less stable, and the Jordanian border is now in question as well. Iran’s bold 

and unexpected actions make it a wild card for Israel, and Turkey is increasingly seen as a 

potential threat. Moreover, with the Eurozone in economic turmoil” (Singh, 2011).  

Furthermore, Israel was cautiously watching the societal transformations outside of its borders, 

and was worried about the instability that it could generate. The position of political Islam which 

soon could take centre stage in the uprisings could feed the empowerment of Islamic movement 

and their deep anti-Israel feelings. The New York Times columnist Thomas L. Friedman pointed out 

that at the beginning of the Arab Spring, Israel was facing “the biggest erosion of its strategic 

environment since its founding” (Salaita, 2012, p. 140). 

Israel considered the Arab Spring as a severe threat to its existence. This perceived danger 

stemmed from the fact that previous peace agreements were signed with mostly secular regimes 

that were now under threat of being toppled. This is why the rise of political Islam during the Arab 

Spring was considered a menace by Israel. In other words, Israel saw the changes in its 

neighbourhood as potentially dangerous. From the Israeli perspective, the Arab uprisings were 

described as an Arab Winter (Hinnebusch, 2015, p. 205-217). 

In Benjamin Netanyahu’s 1993-book a Place Among the Nations, he explained that the greatest 

challenge for democracy and peace in the region was that besides Israel, there were no democratic 

states in the region. Later on, Netanyahu’s thoughts changed. When the winds of change swept 

through the Arab countries, he warned that the Arab Spring had become an “Islamic, anti-Western, 

anti-liberal, anti-Israel, and anti-democratic wave” (Cook, 2011). Benny Morris argued that Israel’s 

response to the Arab Spring had been ambivalent because they always marketed to the people 

the concept of “democratisation of the Arab world”, and when it came, they opposed it (Aslan-

Levy, 2012). 

On the other hand, there were other Israeli statements, with a more optimistic orientation, which 

considered the Arab Spring as a positive step. These voices were not heard very loudly compared 

with the other pessimistic vision over the Arab Spring. In April 2011, Shimon Peres stated: “Israel 

welcomes the wind of change, and sees a window of opportunity” (Eldar, 2015). Natan Sharansky, 
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chairman of the NGO Jewish Agency for Israel, shared Peres’ view. In his article The West should 

bet on freedom in Egypt, he emphasised the importance of empowering the civil society and the 

construction of democracy in the Arab world (Sharansky, 2011). 

Between fear and hope, the Arab Spring created a real challenge for Israel  Following the above 

analysis, which many scholars agreed with, it can be said that at least in the short term, it was felt 

a real challenge. 

Long term perspective 

However, in the long run, and after the events and after evaluating the results of the Arab Spring, 

Israel remained the real winner in the region. Of course, the old authoritarian regimes in the Arab 

Spring countries had officially changed, yet the new ones were not very different. It could be 

argued that they just took different forms and that they obtained the trust of the people through 

elections having been held. However, from my point of view, I argue that these new people in 

power have almost the same ideology as the previous rulers. They have rather managed to present 

their programmes to the people in another way and held a different discourse. But they graduated 

from the same ideological school as the previous regimes. The experience of the Arab Spring in 

Egypt and Tunisia shows us the validity of this argument. According to Benedetta Berti: “In the long 

term, the potential process of democratisation of the region could represent an opportunity for the 

country (Israel) to improve its relations with some of its immediate neighbours” (Berti, 2012). 

The Arab Spring was fruitful for Israel regionally and internationally. Regionally, the Arab states lost 

their capability to confronting Israel; there was a descent into chaos of the official institutions of 

the Arab countries, an inability to meet the needs of the citizens, an  increase of the sectarian 

conflicts, the transformation of peaceful revolutions into civil conflict, the weakening of the 

economic system to supply the most basic requirements of daily living, and an increase in 

unemployment. Israel remained one of the only stable states in the region while, in contrast, the 

Arab states became mired in their internal problems and crises. 

Within this context, Israel took advantage of the weakness of the Arab countries to change its 

position with regard to the conflict with the Palestinians. Indeed, the Arab states were no longer 

able to enter into any global regional upheaval or to support any issue, including the Palestinian 



  212 
 

cause. The efforts of the Arab countries were only focused on finding solutions for their own 

domestic conflicts and could not give the same attention to the Palestinian cause as before. Lior 

Lehrs pointed out that: “According to the argument of Netanyahu government, the Arab Spring led 

the region into a state of uncertainty and under such conditions Israel cannot take the risks that 

come with diplomatic processes with the Palestinians” (Lehrs, 2013). 

Regarding the international community, Israel succeeded in marketing the Arab Spring as a prompt 

for the destruction of Israel. Therefore, it gained more sympathy among members of the 

international community under the pretence of protecting its borders from terrorism and Islamic 

extremist movements. This also strengthened Israel’s position around the negotiation table with 

the Palestinians. The energy of the international community was focused on the struggle against 

terrorism which was migrating to Western countries, and on finding a solution to the issue of the 

massive influx of refugees, as well as the fight against IS in Syria and Iraq (Scheinmann, 2013).  

Due to these regional and international happenings coupled with the internal Palestinian conflict, 

the position of the Palestinian cause on the negotiation table changed from being a resolvable 

conflict to one that could be managed to maintain Israel’s strategic goals. Because of this new 

situation, the agreements also changed. What had been agreed upon in the past could no longer 

be accepted by Israel. This led the Palestinians to make concessions in later agreements in the 

hope of achieving peace. Even these concessions did not satisfy the Israeli government. Netanyahu 

said: “There is tremendous pressure on our security, and that makes it harder to reach an 

agreement with the Palestinian Authority” (Lehrs, 2013).  

As a result of having the Palestinian cause taking a back seat in the region as well as on the 

international scene, Israel continued to increase the expansion of its settlements and the 

construction of the apartheid wall, restrict the movement of the Palestinians, increase the 

checkpoints, fight three wars in Gaza in six years as well as impose a blockade on Gaza. In fact, 

Israel had successfully turned the Palestinian revolution into a silent search for the core 

requirements of life. Israel created the right atmosphere to increase the internal conflict amongst 

the Palestinians. Not only that, but the Israeli role in the Palestinian equation moved from an 

occupying party to the role of spectator, while externally Israel became to be considered a 
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strategic partner in the face of terrorism. Netanyahu said: “The Arab countries have discovered the 

inherent energy in cooperating with Israel in the domain of fighting against Islamic extremism” (Al-

Naami, 2016). 

Turkey 

Under the AKP, Turkey had read the Middle East revolutions completely differently. The AKP 

government had taken a dynamic role in the Arab Spring. Contrary to Israel’s policy of politically 

cornering the Palestinian cause, the AKP government attempted to enhance its relations with the 

Palestinian Authority for three purposes. Firstly, to counter the domestic and foreign criticisms of 

being biased in their support for Hamas. Secondly, to prove the multidimensionality of the AKP 

foreign policy. Thirdly, to break the isolation of the Palestinian cause due to the absence of an 

effective role of the Arab countries in supporting the Palestinian cause and provide practical 

solutions to the Gaza siege. Within this context, and especially after the decline of the role of 

Egypt, the AKP government attempted to mediate between the disparate Palestinian factions 

(Fatah and Hamas) (Amer, 2013). The increased role of the AKP government in favour of the 

Palestinian cause created a political sensitive issue between Turkey and Egypt. The London-based 

Al-Hayat newspaper reported that the Egyptian government considered the Turkish involvement 

in Gaza as a provocation (Toameh, 2015).   

Furthermore, the AKP government actively promoted the issue of Palestinian statehood in various 

international organisations, such as UNESCO in 2011 and the UN in 2012, calling for countries to 

vote in favour of non-member observer state status (Turkey’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2014). 

According to Zeynep Kosereisoglu: “After Palestine won the UN contest on 29th November 2012, 

Turkey called several Arab states from the Turkish delegation room to celebrate the result. The 

move was likely aimed at further integrating Turkey into the Muslim – Arab community and 

strengthening its leading role” (Kosereisoglu, 2013). Additionally, Turkey hosted many conferences 

and meetings which supported the Palestinian cause including the International Palestinian 

Conference for Media and Communications which was held in Istanbul in April 2014 (Palestinian 

Information Center, 2016). This conference focused on the various media issues related to the 

Palestinian cause. 
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In the meantime, the AKP government remained a crucial source of support for Hamas. They 

attempted to break the imposed siege on Gaza to ease pressure on Hamas and the Palestinians 

who were living a dire situation. These AKP efforts had increased, especially after the Israeli army 

launched Operation Pillar of Defence. The eight-day Israeli operation began on 14 November 2012 

with the killing of Ahmed Jabari, the then vice chief of Izz el-Deen al-Qassam, the military wing of 

Hamas. Following this war, Erdoğan accused Israel of committing “ethnic cleansing” of Palestinians 

and engaged in intensive diplomacy to stop the war and to broker a ceasefire between Israel and 

Hamas. Ahmet Davutoğlu, the then Turkey’s foreign Minister went to Gaza as part of the Arab 

League’s mission to provide political and humanitarian assistance to the Palestinians (Daloglu, 

2012). The AKP government followed the same policy in the 2014 Gaza war of harshly criticising 

the Israeli violent actions against the Palestinians and providing humanitarian assistance. The 

AKP’s role, however, limited in stopping the Israeli violence wars against the Palestinians was 

indeed real, but it can be argued that the foreign policy of the AKP government followed a new 

pattern called humanitarian diplomacy. Through this kind of diplomacy, Turkey was able to play 

multiple roles including being the guardian of the Palestinian cause, at a time when the Palestinian 

cause was given less political attention, and at a time when Turkey was eager to appear as the big, 

trusted brother in the Middle East. 

As a result of this pragmatic policy, Turkey succeeded in gaining a more vital and powerful role in 

the Arab and Muslim world. It was considered to be an example of a moderate Islamic model. 

From the Arab perspective, even the secularists one, the strength of the Turkish model lied in its 

ability to provide a politically balanced and economically productive role, despite various internal 

ideological orientations. Furthermore, Turkey was described in the Arab world in different terms, 

such as Islamic model, or moderate Islam or Islamic democracy (Köprülü, 2005, p. 8-9). This model 

was the closest to the aspirations of the Arab masses. The people in the Arab Spring countries did 

not want a state which is extremely religious or purely secular. However, they wanted a 

democratic civil state. A survey carried out by the Turkish Economic and Social Studies Association 

(TESEV) in 2011 proved that Arab opinions towards Turkey had shifted from the time the AKP came 

to power. The survey on the Perception of Turkey in the Middle East showed that 78% of people 

in the Middle East assumed that Turkey should play a greater role in the region. In contrast, Israel 
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was seen as the biggest threat to regional security by 48 % of the participants from the seven 

surveyed Arab countries (Akgün, Gündoğar, Levack & Perçinoğlu, 2011). 

As a result of the political calculation of the AKP government, the Arab Spring was considered a 

great opportunity to lead the region through supporting the political Islam that was attempting to 

gain power in the Arab Spring countries. Nevertheless, the AKP’s foreign policy, which was based 

on soft-power and zero problems with neighbours, faced dilemmas at the start of the Arab Spring. 

These dilemmas were based on how Turkey could achieve a balance between its material and 

idealistic interest. According to Ziya Öniş: 

“In practice, major trade-offs emerged between the need to achieve stability in the short-run 

given the serious economic interests, which Turkey had built up with these countries, versus 

the need to champion the cause of democracy and regime change, which would clearly 

jeopardise those economic interests, at least for a considerable period” (Öniş, 2012, p. 49-

50).  

 

6.3 The catalysts for the Turkish intervention in the Arab Spring 

After the outbreak of the Arab Spring, Turkey started to reshape the map of its regional alliances. 

These sudden changes formed a real challenge to Turkish foreign policy in the first period of the 

Arab uprisings. From my point of view, I argue that the following factors encouraged the AKP 

government to intervene in the Spring Arab and to dictate the rules of the game in the Middle 

East: 

 

6.3.1 Factors stemming from the international political environment which were represented 

by: 

 The weak position of the US: despite the dominance of the US, economically and 

militarily, in the Middle East, some obstacles hindered the US ability to manoeuvre 

and react strongly towards the Arab Spring. In fact, one of the most important 

reasons for the occurrence of the Arab Spring was the anger of the Arabs over their 

governments’ blind obedience to the US. Over the past years, there had been many 
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accumulated experiences and outstanding issues which pushed the Arab public 

opinion to increase its absolute rejection of American interventions, including the 

US intervention in the Iraq war. This was coupled with the US failure to take any 

real action to stop Israel’s bloody wars in Palestine and Lebanon as well as its 

permanent use of its veto vote within the UN Security Council to protect Israel 

(Kara, 2011). All of these factors reduced the ability of the US to play a major role 

in the Arab Spring and gave Turkey much more space.  

Turkey enjoys a geostrategic location whereby it gets different advantages such as 

economic benefits, both in the context of trade relations or through a transit of 

energy resources through its territory. This location, coupled with the expansion of 

the AKP’s foreign policy towards the Middle East, gave Turkey more manoeuvring 

space to appear as a regional power (Evin, Kirisci, Linden, Straubhaar, Tocci, Tolay 

& Walker, 2010). Cengiz Çandar and Graham Fuller argued the importance of 

Turkey’s position in the Middle East: “For resolving Iraqi issue, in Middle East peace 

process, to influence Syria, Iran and the Arab-Muslim world, to moderate Islamic 

movement, to prevent the proliferation of the WMDs to Iran and Iraq, to spread 

democracy, the US needs Turkey” (Çandar & Fuller, 2001, p. 23-38). 

 EU membership: all of the tireless efforts by Turkey to join the EU had failed. The 

EU had used an open policy of waiting with Turkey. The EU had not accepted the 

membership of Turkey, nor rejected it (Icener & Phinnemore, 2014, p. 37-40). 

However, after the Turkish frustration following the UN report on the 2010 Mavi 

Marmara attack and the decline of the Turkish hopes in accessing to EU 

membership, Turkey was looking for a new strategic and vigorous role to serve both 

its ideological and material interests as well as to fill up the strategic void caused 

by its non-accession to the EU. This role could be fulfilled by leading the Middle 

East, especially in line with the rise of political Islam (Khoury, 2013). 
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6.3.2 Factors stemming from the regional political environment which were represented by: 

 

 The emergence of the political and leadership vacuum in the Arab region. This 

vacuum appeared after the collapse of the Arab regional system due to the inability 

to protect their own countries and take important decisions at the right time 

(Schueftan, 2011). 

 The Arab states have had primary roles in the global geopolitical field because of 

their potential energy resources, including oil and gas. They controlled the sea-

lanes, which are important for world trade. These sea-lanes connected the Middle 

East to Western Europe and the US to the West, with bottlenecks such as the Straits 

of Hormuz, Bab al-Mandab, the Suez Canal and Gibraltar. Turkey as a regional 

power needs to have influence and control on these important elements of power 

(Rodrigue, Comtois & Slack, 2013). 

 The Middle East was the only geographic area in the neighbourhood of Turkey, in 

which Turkey could play a regional role without colliding with global powers, as 

compared to the Caucasus, where there is Russian influence, or Albania and Bosnia, 

under the influence of central European states. This Turkish role, in addition, had 

been strongly supported by the Arab public opinion at the beginning of the Arab 

Spring.  

 Turkey enjoyed a positive image in Arab and Muslim societies. This image improved 

amongst the Arab and Muslim societies for three reasons. Firstly, the Arabs 

considered Turkey under the leadership of the AKP as a model experience in 

economic and social developments and democratic transformation of the state 

institutions. Secondly, from the Arab perspective, Turkey was the only country 

which acted as the protector of the Palestinian cause and stood against Israel. This 

has reflected positively in the popularity of Turkey in the Arab public opinion. 

Thirdly, the ability of the AKP government to engage in a peaceful transition of its 

power structures and the capacity to separate the party from the state, as well as 

the long experience to manoeuvre in international politics, has brought forward a 
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positive image of the AKP government. Therefore, at the beginning of the Arab 

Spring, any AKP’s role in the Arab Spring countries was considered by the Arabs as 

strengthening their position rather than some imposed intervention as for example 

the Western powers would have been. 

6.3.3 Factors stemming from the internal political environment which were represented by: 

 Attracting more voters. The Turkish position against the dictatorship regimes within 

the Arab countries, being an essential element in enhancing democracy, supporting 

the stability of the region, standing next to the oppressed, would be reflected upon 

the credibility of the AKP’s electoral programme. Additionally, this would help the 

AKP to strengthen its home base and counter the opposition parties. 

 Achieving national interests. The Arab countries constituted a huge market for 

Turkish goods. Also, the Arab region have vast energy reserves which are of 

exceptional importance for Turkey. The Turkish demand for oil and gas has 

increased for two main reasons. Firstly, the growing capabilities of the Turkish 

economy. Secondly, Turkey’s ambition to become a main corridor for energy 

supplies to Europe (Roberts, 2004). 

 Strengthening security. The more the lines of Turkish defences could access the 

Turkish border, the safer Turkey would be. This would be useful in fighting the PKK 

or the religious groups which were active in the neighbouring countries (Battle, 

2015). 

 The AKP’s desire to assert vividly a qualitatively different vision of the Turkish 

foreign policy compared with the pre-2002 one, especially in the arena of the 

Middle East. This policy aimed at saying: “We are different”. 

 Supporting political Islam as the best way of governance. Both the AKP and Islamic 

political parties in the Arab Spring countries almost graduated from the same 

thought school, which asserted the importance of political Islam in power. The 

success of these parties in the ascent to power in the Arab Spring would be 
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considered as the success of the AKP. Additionally, this would build diplomatic 

support towards each other in the future and would shape a new bloc of countries 

of moderate political Islam. 

 

6.4 Changes in the Turkish position on the Arab Spring 

Following the outbreak of the Arab Spring, the AKP government considered the elected political 

Islamic parties the best option to achieve stability for the Arab Spring countries. However, the 

official Turkish position from the Arab Spring has since undergone tremendous changes. These 

changes have been represented in three stages as follows (Öniş, 2012, p. 51): 

6.4.1 Cautious move phase 

The AKP government welcomed the upheavals of the Arab Spring and the options for political 

reform. At the very beginning of the Arab Spring, Turkish discourse was characterised by caution 

and balance because the AKP’s foreign policy was based on supporting stability. It did not want big 

and sudden changes of regimes. Therefore, at that time, Turkey attempted to find more lines of 

consensus between the regimes and the opposition groups. This caution emerged in the early 

stages of the Libyan revolution when Turkey supported an internal peaceful solution and refused 

to support any international pressure to change the system (Öniş, 2014, p. 207-208).  

Later on, Turkey participated reluctantly in the NATO intervention in Libya under growing 

international pressure. Despite the support from the Arab League, the Organisation of Islamic 

Conference (OIC) and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) to impose a no-fly zone in Libya, Turkey 

remained opposed to this decision (Lopez, 2015). In fact, Libya was an important country for the 

Turkish economy because it is a source of crude oil as well as big construction contracts with 

Turkish firms. As reported by the Turkish Ministry of Economy, Libya was the “most significant 

market for Turkish contractors in Africa” until 2011. Until 2011, the report asserted that: “Turkish 

firms held and are holding 525 projects in Libya with a total value of $ 26,3 billion” (Murinson, 

2012, p. 2). The same went for the Syrian case. The AKP government followed an active policy in 

Syria. It attempted to mediate between the regime and the opposition. Following the evolution of 
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events in Syria, the AKP government called upon the regime in Syria to stop using force against 

Syrian citizens and to initiate political and economic reforms. 

Within this context, we can see that the AKP government tried to avoid any changes which could 

affect its huge investments in the region. Turkish concerns were based on the idea that the political 

and security problems in the region would lead to an economic slowdown. This could reflect 

negatively on the size of its trade in the area. Moreover, increasing financial burdens would 

adversely affect the Turkish economic growth rates. Besides, Turkey worried about the economic 

consequences of the Arab revolutions, especially concerning free trade accords which were signed 

with some Arab states, including Egypt and Libya, as well as the establishment of a common 

economic area between Lebanon, Syria and Jordan (Fadel, 2014). Henry Barkey underlined that: 

“Expanding export markets has always been at the forefront of its opening to the Middle East” 

(Barkey, 2011a). 

6.4.2 Dynamic and active involvement phase 

The attitude towards the Arab countries evolved. As a result of this regional shift, the AKP had 

calculated its benefits and sided next to the Islamic political opposition and began to use a strong 

rhetoric against the rulers of Arab countries, stressing the need for democratisation. Politically, 

Ahmet Davutoğlu called the Arab Spring Political Tsunami which hit the regimes in the region. He 

considered this change a natural flow of history which occurred spontaneously and necessarily and 

should have removed the then Arab leaders from standing against the winds of change (Albasoos, 

2011, p. 6).  

The AKP government stressed the importance of the political shift from dictatorship to democracy. 

This political change would bring the AKP allies to power. Therefore, the AKP marketed these 

opposition groups as credible partners to work with, within a democratic system. In the same 

political context, the Muslim Brotherhood took advantage of the AKP’s discourse to send various 

messages. Internally, the political Islamists opposition realised that linking themselves to the AKP 

would contribute to increasing support from the Arab public opinion, particularly because the AKP 

enjoyed high credibility among the Arab countries (Altunışık, 2013, p. 3-6). Additionally, the AKP 

discourse was used by the political Islamists opposition to counter the remnants of the old regimes 
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and ensure their own survival. For instance, Rachid Ghannouchi, one of the most important 

leaders in the Elnahda party in Tunisia, linked his party to the AKP on several official conferences 

and considered the AKP government as a political and economic model that would guide the 

revolutions in the Middle East (Kirişci, 2013). Externally, it was a message sent to the international 

community, in order to break the stereotype view they had of the Islamic movements, and take 

from the AKP a realistic example of success at various levels.  

As a result of the AKP’s new political calculation, the Arab revolutions became an internal Turkish 

affair, and most of the Arab opposition conferences and their official offices were based in 

Istanbul. Turkey used its capacity and potential to support the rise of Islamic political opposition 

to power. Turkey became a major part of the Arab Spring, not only because it was occurring in its 

neighbourhood, but also because it would be considered as a major leader in the region. 

Furthermore, Turkey eventually took an intense stance over the Arab Spring, particularly in the 

case of Syria and Egypt. Both cases presented the most puzzling challenge to the Turkish foreign 

policy.  

6.4.3 Step back phase 

The Turkish unbridled desire to lead the Middle East blinded Turkey from seeing clearly into the 

Arab revolutions. The possibilities of transformation from dictatorship to more democratic 

administrations gradually disappeared. The peaceful revolutions were replaced by bloody civil 

wars, sectarian disputes and huge political and economic instability. Unlike its zero problems 

policy, Turkey became a major part of the regional conflicts. The worst happened in the Turkish-

Syrian relations. Turkey miscalculated the power of Assad’s regime. It thought that the Syrian 

regime could fall within a short time similarly to Tunisia and Libya, whether internally by the Syrians 

themselves or through external intervention. This was evident in the statements of Erdoğan and 

Davutoğlu during the beginning of the Syrian revolution in 2011. These statements declared many 

times that Assad’s days were numbered and predicted the collapse of the regime within a short 

period.  

In fact, the AKP government miscalculated the side effects of its intervention in the Arab Spring, 

especially after part of the chaos and conflict moved to its territory. Turkey paid a high price in 
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return as it affected its economy, domestic political situation and its security. Also, new burdens 

emerged for the Turkish government including the Syrian refugees, terrorist operations inside the 

Turkish territory and renewed fighting against the PKK. These high costs came along with the 

decrease of Turkey’s popularity within the Middle East. Such developments posed a serious threat 

to Turkey and its stability. This was undoubtedly not a part of the AKP’s policy (Kara, 2011). 

Therefore, after the AKP’s inability to achieve first and foremost the ideological and secondly the 

material interests it had hoped to achieve from the Arab Spring, Turkey stepped back to follow a 

more cautious approach. Despite all the differences between the regional and international 

parties on how to manage the conflict in Syria, Turkey worked together with the US administration 

and the international community to fight against IS. Additionally, Turkey was involved in different 

discussions and agreements with the EU over the refugees’ issue. 

To sum it all up, despite all that was widely reported in the media about the concept of democracy, 

security concerns and freedom, Israel sought to protect their own self-interests including Israeli 

national security. This was through non-interference in the political shift occurring in neighbouring 

states. The Israeli elites were aware of the increase of anti-Israel sentiments in the region, which 

limited its ability to have a strong influence over the events (Berti & Plessix, 2014). The Israel’s 

political base is clear: we can achieve what we want, but without getting into the political mud. Let 

us reap the benefits of conflict without having to make our hands dirty. Therefore, Israel had wisely 

calculated the implications of an intervention in the Arab Spring. 

On the other hand, the AKP’s foreign policy failed to achieve its aims including leading the Middle 

East through and enabling the access of Islamic political groups to power. Turkey was no longer 

considered a bridge, mediator or collaborative model in the Middle East, especially from the Arab 

secularists’ perspective. It lost its ability to talk to all parties after it exceeded the policy rules of 

zero problems with the neighbours. This was greatly reflected in the internal Turkish environment. 

According to Daniela Huber and Nathalie Tocci: 

“The uprisings certainly put a spanner in the wheels of foreign minister Ahmet Davutoğlu’s 

zero problems with neighbours policy, which had rested largely on cultivating close ties with 

regimes with whom Ankara had previously had tense, if not openly conflictual, relations. Yet 
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after its initial zigzags, Ankara came out explicitly in favour of the anti-authoritarian drive 

characterising the Arab revolts, implicitly presenting itself as one of the sources of inspiration 

for democratising peoples in the region” (Huber & Tocci, 2013, p. 6). 

Elisabetta Brighi and Christopher Hill emphasised that the success of the foreign policy of any state 

depends on the success of its internal politics which are based on two essential elements: 

“Firstly, implementation presupposes not only the capacity to pursue goals with effective 

means but more generally the ability of governments to extract and mobilise resources from 

their audience. Secondly, but related at least in democratic societies, the 'domestic' situation 

enters the picture of implementation in the form of a consensus. If the consensus breaks 

down entirely, a crisis can erupt to threaten not only the foreign policy in action but the 

survival of the government itself” (Brighi & Hill, 2012).  

Through Brighi and Hill’s analysis, I argue that the Turkish foreign policy’s inability to achieve its 

objectives in the Arab Spring started firstly from inside Turkey. There were many domestic 

challenges against the AKP’s foreign policy of the Arab Spring. These challenges created anxiety 

and a lack of union internally. One of these difficulties was the rejection of Turkish opposition 

parties as well as the army to get involved in the Arab Spring. This led to a clear split within the 

Turkish public opinion and growing distance between the secularists, the nationalists and the 

Islamists in the Turkish community. The instability of the Kurdish problem re-ignited the fighting 

with the PKK and created another internal headache for the AKP government. 

Besides the internal difficulties in Turkey, the AKP government miscalculated the Arab Spring’s 

result and set high bets and expectations on Islamic political opposition. Of course, the popularity 

of the Islamic political opposition was conspicuously increased during the Arab Spring’s period. 

This popularity did not increase only because of people’s belief in their political program; rather it 

followed people’s indignation at the secular ruling parties that had been in power and had 

exhausted their countries’ capacity of transformation. These secular ruling parties governed the 

Arab Spring countries through dictatorial measures. They failed to achieve economic and social 

development. They also failed to maintain security, justice and freedom. They rather plundered 

their countries’ resources, and highly contributed to generally increase poverty, unemployment 
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and ignorance among the main Arab working classes. Gradually the middle classes disappeared to 

be replaced either with super rich or very poor people. Therefore, political Islam was the only shelter 

left to them and the divine saviour for the Arab people, after all those years of oppression, injustice 

and corruption. 

As a result of this catastrophic result, I argue that the sudden and rapid entry of the Islamic political 

oppositions to power in the Arab Spring was an inevitable path to political self-destruction since 

they aimed at a quick harvest, rather than long-term solutions. This is because those parties did 

not fulfil people’s aspirations. They had no experience in the field of politics. They suddenly moved 

from being in opposition to having to take decisions without knowing how to reach them. 

Consequently, those parties failed politically and economically. Abdelfattah Mourou, one of the 

founders of the Tunisian Elnahda Movement, evaluated the Muslim Brotherhood’s experience in 

the Arab world and especially in Tunisia during the Arab Spring in the Al Jazeera program without 

borders on 2nd September 2015. Mourou spoke spontaneously, and without hesitation: 

“Yes, we were wrong. We fail in many aspects; it is not a shame to go out of the government 

and to re-evaluate our issues. Tunisians have taken account of the mistakes of our party. The 

Elnahda Party leadership had not studied the requirements for government. It was our 

mistake and miscalculation because of a lack of experience. Islamists have been affected by 

being extricated from the power. They did not grasp that the democratic system means one 

sometimes have to leave after achieving power, and that a party does not have to be in 

power, all the time” (Mourou, 2015).  

 

6.5 Turkey between the parliamentary and presidential system 

At the end of January 2015, the Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan called for a change in the 

constitution from a parliamentary system to a presidential system. Erdoğan justified this step in 

the context of accelerating the maturity of the Turkish state, asserting the importance of the 

presidential system in order to speed up the workflow and the communication within all official 

institutions. He said: “We have to move fast without getting bogged down. A new constitution, a 

new system of government, will take all the burden off politics and the economy. We must not put 
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this off any longer” (Idiz, 2015). According to Erdoğan, the new country’s constitution should 

provide harmony between the country’s power structures instead of the actual contention existing 

within the official institutions. He believed that a presidential system would enhance the absolute 

stability and prevent a bureaucratic oligarchy in Turkey, as well as release the executive power 

from the burdens of bureaucracy. From Erdoğan’s perspective, this transformation is the 

backbone of the AKP’s 2023 Political Vision.  

Ahmet Davutoğlu shared the same view as Erdoğan on the need for constitutional change in 

Turkey: 

“The new constitution should also include a search for the most efficient and healthiest 

administrative system to allow Turkey to reach its targets for 2023 and beyond on 

democratisation and development. We, as the AKP, are of the opinion that there is no 

difference between the parliamentary and presidential systems in regards to its suitability to 

democracy if the latter is built with a democratic perspective. We believe a presidential 

system with these aspects will be more suitable to Turkey’s political experience and future 

vision” (Hürriyet Daily News, 2015j). 

Indeed, Erdoğan was not the first one to bring up this debate in Turkey. The roots of the discussion 

go back to the period of the Ottoman Empire when its powerful armies were defeated in different 

battles by the Western armies. The Turkish elites started looking for alternative plans to reform 

the army, bureaucracy, and the monarchical system itself. This discussion was later introduced by 

two other former Turkish presidents including Turgut Özal and Süleyman Demirel. According to 

Berdal Aral: “It is also evident that Özal was greatly impressed by the American system of political 

governance. During his tenure as president, he disclosed his plans for a presidential system. 

However, this project never materialised on account of powerful opposition” (Aral, 2001, p. 74). 

However, Erdoğan was the only one who made concrete steps in this direction when he assigned 

the Constitution Reconciliation Committee (CRC) to prepare the new constitution in May 2012 

(Özbudun, 2015). 

It can be argued that it is not in Erdoğan’s nature to be a president holding just a ceremonial 

function. The character of Erdoğan is mercurial and unique. The president’s post in the current 



  226 
 

form is much like an honorary position with limited powers. Such a position does not fit the 

character of Erdoğan and his aspirations. The man who founded and led the AKP has larger 

ambitions. Yet, this does not deny the fact that there were true changes needed to the 1982 

constitution which had been drafted by the military. This constitution did not provide adequately 

for the liberties of ethnic and religious minorities. Additionally, it promoted national security over 

civilian rights and did not provide appropriate mechanisms for political and economic stability. 

Furthermore, the electoral threshold (10% of the votes) limited the opportunity to create 

competition between the parties and even to establish new ones. Obviously, this led to a situation 

whereby the leader in all Turkish political parties had a lot of power. Ziya Öniş pointed out:  

“It is not surprising therefore that in a leader-dominated system, a strong and charismatic 

leader such as Erdoğan could play such a dramatic role in terms of influencing the fortunes 

of Turkish politics and democracy over the course of the past decade. Erdoğan’s 

understanding of democracy, in turn, has been confined to a narrow vision of democracy 

based on an extreme understanding of majoritarianism” (Öniş, 2015, p. 1-4). 

The AKP’s demand for the transition to a presidential system has different interpretations. Some 

Turks believed that Erdoğan was seeking to weaken the opposition and to create a strong 

presidency to reinforce his rule. Other people argued that this transformation was part of the 

AKP’s plan called Islamising the Turkish system. This term has raised more controversy inside and 

outside of Turkey: the more Erdoğan made a decision with regard to consolidating the AKP’s 

power, the greater was the confrontation between the government and the opposition.  

Moreover, the heated debate on the presidential transition, as well as the constitutional change, 

always generated a storm of questions. They created an intense domestic dispute and deep 

divisions among both the Turkish opposition parties and various segments of the Turkish 

community, especially after the presidential election held on 10th August 2014. The presidential 

poll was considered a remarkable success for Recep Tayyip Erdoğan who gained 51.8% of the votes 

(Uras, 2014). This was the first presidential election by direct popular vote, replacing the previous 

system, which was based on the indirect election by members of parliament.  
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The CHP, the main opposition party, categorically refused the presidential transition and argued 

that it would increase the authoritarian regime. However, the CHP supported a review of the 

current constitution, without any change in the basic structure of the current governmental 

system. The CHP’s rejection stemmed from the fact that the core of Turkish democratic system, 

since the creation of Turkey in 1923, was based on a parliamentary type system. Kemal 

Kılıçdaroğlu, the chairperson of the CHP, considered this step a political coup: 

 “Erdoğan wants this coup that he initiated to be settled on legitimate, legal grounds. He said, ‘I 

want this to happen by making a constitutional change.’ He wants to implement the coup process 

in the same way that putschist Kenan Evren did [before Turkey’s 1980 military coup]. A putschist 

first stages the coup and then builds the coup’s legal infrastructure” (Hürriyet Daily News, 2015d). 

Additionally, Devlet Bahçeli, the chairperson of the MHP at the beginning of this debate said: 

“Ethical and legal systems of the country are in a mess” (Hürriyet Daily News, 2015d). In the 

meantime, Selahattin Demirtaş pointed out in his campaign slogan: “I will, in fact, express my 

message in just one sentence: Mr Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, you will never be able to be the head of 

the nation as long as the HDP exists and as long as the HDP people are on this soil” (Hürriyet Daily 

News, 2015b). 

On the other hand, Erdoğan argued about the reasons behind the rejection of Turkish opposition 

parties as follows:  

“The opposition parties are calculating whether they can win the presidency if such a system 

change takes place. They say, ‘We have no chances of winning this, so, let’s not take such a 

step’. In the presidential system, as is the case in the US, if the country decides to give a 

helicopter to another country as a gift, they need to have this approved by Congress; we could 

make such a decision easily in the Cabinet” (Kerkuk, 2013). 

The discussions between the Turkish political parties were about what kind of political structure 

would be more suitable to the Turkish system. Despite the intense debate about the transition to 

a presidential system, the Turkish people had many questions due to the absence of details. These 

questions included, for example, what would the system of local administration be like under a 

presidential system? Who would elect the governors?  The people, as is the case in the American 
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system or would the government select them as it currently does in Turkey? What about the 

power of the Prime Minister? Is it to be shared with the president in the new constitution or would 

the position of Prime Minister turn to be just an employee, waiting for instructions from the 

president? This conflict over power clearly emerged for instance at the beginning of 2016 between 

Davutoğlu and Erdoğan. Furthermore, would the executive powers be carried out by the president 

without discussion or argument?  

According to Ali Hussein Bakeer: 

“Turkey’s political structure has become unclear. The combination of a parliamentary system 

and a popularly-elected president with wide powers creates an anomaly that prevents the 

system from operating properly. It creates a state of imbalance between the authorities and 

inconsistencies in their powers. These problems can be addressed either legally or practically” 

(Bakeer, 2014). 

Without any doubt, the discussion on the transition to a presidential system in Turkey always 

opens further divisions. Despite these political divisions, the AKP government emphasised the 

importance of moving to the presidential system as the only solution to these chaotic 

circumstances which Turkey is experiencing, especially after the attempted 15th July coup. It might 

be clearly seen that the attempted coup has strengthened the position of the AKP government to 

reopen the debate over the presidential system on the Turkish political scene. Within this context 

and after a political consensus between the AKP and the MHP, the MHP supported the AKP’s 

proposal for the constitution’s change. On 10th November 2016, Bahçeli pointed out after his 

meeting with Yildirim, the new Turkish Prime Minister that: “I believe that our very productive 

meeting with Mr Yildirim will lead to welcome developments in favour of the country and nation. 

Even if there is no concrete political agreement, I am hopeful that the process ahead will resolve 

the de facto imposition Turkey is under” (Sharma, 2016b). As a consequence of this compatibility, 

in the middle of January 2017, the Turkish parliament started the first round of voting on the 

constitutional amendment package (Hürriyet Daily News, 2017). 

In fact, the controversy over the transition to a presidential system and the constitutional change 

exceeded the division between the political parties in Turkey. Both of these debates opened other 
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serious debates concerning the relationship between religion and politics, secularism and Islam, 

the military and civilian power, the ruling party and the opposition, as well as various concerns 

about the appropriate tools to bring the desired political change. However, I argue that this 

political transition in the constitution requires first and foremost a stable political base, solid 

preparation, full clarity of all details, a relative consensus among Turkish people as well as political 

parties. Expecting an overnight shift is almost impossible. Turkey should not be controlled by a 

single person or a single ideology. It is a democratic state, built over the ages, and within such 

societies, processes of political transformations should always be as inclusive as possible.  

 

 

6.6 Turkish elections in June 2015 

An understanding of the Turkish electoral system is essential to grasp the implications of the June 

2015 election’s results. The total number of the Turkish parliamentary members is 550 

representing 85 constituencies in 81 Turkish provinces. According to this system, each party has 

to pass the electoral threshold (10% of the votes) to have seats in parliament. The winning party 

or a coalition, which have the majority (276 seats needed) of votes, can form the government. 

Furthermore, 367 seats are required to amend the constitution, and 330 seats are needed to 

request a public referendum (Rethink, 2015b).   

The Turkish parliamentary elections of June 2015 produced two important results. Firstly, the HDP 

exceeded the threshold of 10% in its first participation in the Turkish elections. Secondly, the AKP 

lost the absolute majority that they had enjoyed since the parliamentary elections of 2002. The 

June election had paramount importance for the AKP. It sought to get enough votes to issue a 

referendum unilaterally to change the country’s constitution into a presidential system. However, 

this did not happen. 

The AKP gained 40.86% of the votes (258 seats). It lost 69 seats in the parliament compared to the 

2011 elections when it had 327 seats. This means that the AKP could not form the government on 

its own. Ibrahim Abrash, a professor of international politics at Al-Azhar University said: “This is 

exactly the logic of democracy, as the party ascended to power and began the exercise of authority, 
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its shortcomings began to emerge. Gradually the lustre of the experiment began to be turned off. 

In the age of democracy, the AKP spent a long time in the leadership of Turkey alone” (Abrash, 

2015). The CHP came in the second place in the elections. It incurred a slight decline in its votes 

from 25.9% in the 2011 general elections to 24,9 % in the June elections. In the third place came 

the Nationalist Movement Party (MHP) whose number of parliamentary seats increased from 53 

in 2011 to 79 in June 2015. The MHP got 16,37% of the votes. The HDP received 13,07% and 

obtained 79 seats. In the meantime, the rest of the independent parties got only 5% of the total 

vote, so they could not enter Parliament (Nardelli, 2015). 

The AKP which lasted nearly 13 years in power, have achieved many successes through many 

services, huge investments and development projects spread over most parts of Turkey. From 

2002 until 2014, the AKP won three parliamentary elections with notable progress in each election 

including two local elections, two referenda, and the presidential election (Kiniklioglu, 2015). 

Indeed, the AKP’s decline in the June elections created a heated debate inside and outside Turkey. 

This decline gave rise to many analyses and questions among Turkish society, related to the AKP’s 

possible options in overcoming this difficult political period. 

The reasons behind the AKP’s decline in the June 2015 elections and why the opposition gained 

The June 2015 elections took place in a very complex polarised situation in Turkey whereby the 

AKP faced various political and economic obstacles. Despite the AKP losing its dominance as the 

main party which had shaped the Turkish politics since 2002 and the unexpected election results, 

the AKP still had a large basis within Turkish society. The AKP got 40.86% of the votes in these 

elections. This percentage clearly showed that despite all the problems and the crisis that Turkey 

experienced, the AKP still enjoyed solid popularity.  

However, the AKP decline did not come out of the blue. It was an expression of the Turkish public 

opinion’s frustrations caused by different reasons, including the following:   

 The loss of the Kurdish votes: After the AKP failed to achieve their promises of finding a 

solution to the Kurdish question as well as the AKP government’s rejection to intervene in 

Kobani, part of the Kurdish people lost confidence in the AKP government and turned to 
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vote in favour of the HDP (Uslu, 2015, p. 41). The HDP was able to attract many Kurdish 

and left-wing voters who previously voted for the AKP. This enabled the HDP to achieve a 

historic success in overcoming the electoral barrier and enter the parliament as the first 

Kurdish party rather than as independent candidates. The Party got 80 seats in the Turkish 

parliament. According to Özge Kemahlıoğlu: “It was clear that HDP’s performance would 

have a major impact on the distribution of seats in parliament, as its failure would again 

lead to a disproportionate seat allocation and give an advantage to the large parties in the 

system” (Kemahlıoğlu, 2015, p. 449). 

 The absence of Abdullah Gül from the AKP leadership: Abdullah Gül, is the companion of 

Erdoğan, one of the founders of the AKP and the party’s first prime minister. He did obtain 

each of these positions by his recognised skills and statesmanship. His term in the 

government and presidency had passed without accusations of bias to his party. Gül was a 

quiet and a wise partner in his relationships, particularly with the Turkish opposition 

parties. This is a feature absent from the way Erdoğan rules. Gül had the ability to face the 

challenges in very different manners from Erdoğan’s methods. Gül’s skills had brought in 

more supporters for the party in the previous elections. The sudden absence of Gül from 

the Turkish political life gave a negative impression of Erdoğan. Also, the opposition parties’ 

media helped to portray Erdoğan as a man of power and influence who did not hesitate to 

overthrow his best friend if standing in his way. The loss of Gül from the party contributed 

to losing some supporters (Al-massri, 2015). 

 The constitutional change to a presidential system: the AKP used the transition to a 

presidential system as a major item of their electoral manifesto. The AKP instigated a huge 

campaign, which was entitled Government System and the Presidential System to market 

their political plans. However, the party did not provide convincing reasons and a clear 

perception of how they could implement this shift and what would be the best system to 

suit the Turkish political system. The AKP had spent most of its campaign criticising the 

current constitutional system without explaining the features of the new constitution such 

as improved participation, pluralism, and effectiveness. In light of the strong conflict 

between the AKP and the opposition, the main opposition parties have marketed this 
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change as another quest by Erdoğan and his party to consolidate their own power. 

Furthermore, a lot of Turkish voters have some apprehension of this change. There is an 

increased political fear of AKP turning towards more authoritarianism. Although this is not 

possible in a democratic state, the weakness of the AKP’s arguments in this matter coupled 

with the media campaign launched by the opposition, have a clear and significant impact 

on potential Turkish voters. 

 The bias of Erdoğan as a Turkish president to his party: the Turkish constitution imposes 

on the president to submit his resignation from the party he belongs to. Accordingly, 

Erdoğan should remain independent throughout his presidency. The Turkish constitution 

considers this issue necessary and that it must always be applied clearly. Despite the fact 

that Ahmet Davutoğlu became the AKP chairman, Erdoğan did not stop interfering in AKP’s 

affairs. It became clearly obvious that Erdoğan still has a hand in the party. For instance, 

Erdoğan’s interventions appeared when he called the Turks clearly to vote for the AKP in 

the June 2015 elections. This was against articles 101–103 of the constitution regarding 

the impartiality of the president. According to Burak Cop: “President Erdoğan took to the 

stage in early May. He exploited every event where there was a possibility to address mass 

audiences and convince people to vote for the AKP” (Cop, 2016). 

 The length of the AKP’s period in leading the government. The AKP has been in power for 

13 years,  ever since 2002. Despite the obvious success which the AKP has achieved in 

various fields, the AKP’s decline is a fate that would befall any political party, no matter 

what their proportion of the popular support is (Uslu, 2015, p. 42).   

 The successes of the AKP over the past years has encouraged its leaders to believe that the 

errors experienced by the party in some cases were only simple mistakes and would not 

have a real impact on the Turkish public opinion. This has been coupled with a decline in 

freedom of expression and media freedom during the AKP’s period in power. In the 

meanwhile, the Turkish opposition has taken advantage of AKP’s mistakes and used them 

in their media campaigns. In fact, each party sought, in their own electoral competition, to 

show the weaknesses and shortcomings of the other parties. Most of the opposition 
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leaders’ remarks focused on criticising Erdoğan’s performance and his attempt to control 

the Turkish political pyramid as well as working towards the exclusion of the rest of his 

opponents (Başkan Canyaş, Canyaş & Gümrükçü, 2015, p. 5-8). This reflected negatively on 

the feelings of many voters. The people came to believe that the ambition of Erdoğan was 

personal and that he wanted to make a historical legacy for himself and not for the sake of 

the future of Turkey and the AKP. Commenting on the AKP’s decline, Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu 

told his supporters in a victorious mood: “We have ended an oppressive era through 

democratic ways. Democracy has won; Turkey has won” (Hürriyet Daily News, 2015c). 

While Selahattin Demirtaş said: “The discussion of executive presidency and dictatorship 

have come to an end in Turkey with these elections” (BBC, 2015). 

 The increase in the ongoing conflict between the AKP and the group of Fethullah Gülen. 

Gülen’s group has considerable influence within the state institutions and launched various 

campaigns and raised corruption charges against the AKP and Erdoğan himself (Başkan 

Canyaş, Canyaş & Gümrükçü, 2015, p. 3). 

 The Turkish economic instability. The GDP growth rate was 6,9 % in 2006, but it came to a 

halt in 2008 when it was only 0,659% and fell to –4,826 % in 2009. This changed in 2010 

when the GDP growth reached 9,157% while in 2011 it was 8,773%. However, from 2012, 

Turkey again faced economic stagnation when its GDP growth in 2012 was 2,127% and in 

2014 was 3,02% (World Bank, 2016). Furthermore, the unemployment rate in Turkey 

averaged 9,91% from 2011 until 2015 (Trading Economics, 2016). The advantages of the 

economic development and comprehensive growth played a main role in the rise of the 

AKP’s popularity in the early years. However, the AKP image of being an attractive model 

in economic and political developments has been gradually declining after the Turkish 

intervention in the Arab Spring and was replaced by more negative perceptions. In fact, 

the economy’s stability was amongst the most important factors that influenced the 

decision of the Turkish electorate. 

 There were drastic changes in the AKP’s structure caused by the election of a new party 

leader - Ahmet Davutoğlu. Additionally, following the party rules, those who had been in 
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parliament for three elections could not run again in the June 2015 elections. This caused 

the exit of a group of senior party leaders who enjoyed much popularity among the Turkish 

public (Uslu, 2015, p. 42). There were also some internal disputes, and cases of corruption 

linked to some AKP officials. These factors had a negative impact on the electoral 

performance of the party. 

 As a consequence of the AKP government’s miscalculation from the side effects of the 

intervention in the Arab spring, the AKP was not able to achieve both its material and 

idealistic interests. The zero problems policy had been widely spread as the flagship of 

AKP’s foreign policy. After the AKP government exceeded the zero problems policy as well 

as failing to achieve its goals in the Arab Spring, the Turkish people could no longer find a 

reason for the continued intervention in the Arab Spring. They considered the Turkish 

intervention in the Syrian war very expensive, which created new enemies, such as IS; a 

heavy burden on the Turkish government was created by Syrian refugees and there was 

renewed fighting with the PKK after a period of calm. Additionally, it created a series of 

internal crises in Turkey and impoverished a large part of its economy. This increased the 

anger of the Turkish public opinion regarding the AKP government’s policy. In fact, the 

chaos that Turkey was experiencing, alienated both Kurdish voters and Turkish nationalists 

(Akgünay, 2016).  

 

6.7 Turkish elections in November 2015 

After the June 2015 election, the Turkish public witnessed various difficulties for creating a stable 

coalition government with the three ideologically different opposition parties (CHP, MHP and HDP) 

without including the AKP. Besides, forming a coalition government with the AKP and one of the 

opposition parties was also a problem. The difficulty of forming a unity government was clear since 

the beginning of the discussions. For instance, the HDP-AKP coalition was politically impossible to 

achieve because both of them had built their electoral campaigns against each other due to their 

increased conflict over the Kurdish question, as well as renewed fighting with the PKK. Additionally, 

the MHP-HDP-CHP coalition was impossible because the basic principles of the MHP’s electoral 
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campaign were based on targeting the peace process with the PKK. The MHP had always seen the 

HDP as a political extension of the banned PKK. In the meantime, the MHP leader Bahçeli rejected 

a coalition with the AKP as well. He claimed that this rejection was due to the corruption of the 

AKP, and the AKP’s trend towards the transformation of the presidential system. Therefore, the 

AKP-CHP coalition was the only possibility left.  

Although various meetings took place between the AKP and the opposition officials from July to 

August 2015, Davutoğlu announced that there was no chance to form a coalition with the CHP or 

even the MHP. Following the constitution, Davutoğlu handed his resignation to Erdoğan on 18 

August. He was requested to form a temporary government on 28th August 2015 while Erdoğan 

announced on 24th August that new parliamentary elections would be held on 1st November 2015 

(Sözen, 2016, p. 200-201). According to Ziya Öniş: 

“Turkey’s experience with coalition politics has not been a happy one. From the late 1970s 

through the 1990s, multiparty governments in Ankara were beset by instability and crises 

(including military coups). The last government before the AKP came to power was a coalition 

that ran things under Prime Minister Bülent Ecevit from 1999 to 2002. It launched major 

reforms, but these had become possible only after a massive economic and financial crisis, in 

February 2001, that Ecevit had failed to prevent” (Öniş, 2016, p. 147). 

Based on the official results of the November election, the AKP was the most prominent winner of 

this election. It had raised its tally in less than five months with 4,5 million new voters. It won in all 

the 81 provinces and seven geographic regions of Turkey. The AKP grabbed 18 of the new seats 

from HDP, 37 seats of the MHP and four seats from the CHP. The AKP gained an extra 8,61% 

compared to the June 2015 elections. While the MHP lost half of its seats in parliament, dropping 

the number of its seats from 79 to 40 whereby the percentage of votes obtained from 16,29% in 

the June elections decreased to 11,90%. The HDP also lost 21 seats, dropping the number of seats 

from 80 to 59 seats, whereby the percentage of votes obtained by the party fell from 13,12% in 

the June elections, to 10,75%. The CHP’ share of the votes did not change much. It got 25,32% of 

the votes, becoming once again the second largest party in the Turkish parliament, and increased 

the number of its seats in parliament from 132 seats to 134 seats (Çarkoğlu & Yıldırım, 2015).  
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Why did the Turkish opposition lose in the November elections while the AKP won? 

 The intensity of terrorist operations in Turkey between the June 2015 elections and the 

November 2015 elections whether from the PKK or IS, in addition to the high political 

polarisation in Turkey, had been widely used by the AKP to spread the feeling that the 

Turkish state would become very chaotic without the AKP rule. The AKP had raised a sense 

of urgency concerning the security situation in Turkey. Additionally, the AKP linked the vote 

for their party to the vote for stability and maintenance of the country’s security. The AKP 

claims were facilitated by the weakness of the opposition to form a coalition government. 

Therefore, when the terrorist operations moved inside the main Turkish cities such Ankara, 

many Turkish voters had overcome their anger over the previous AKP’s policy including the 

stagnation of the economy, the creeping authoritarianism, and the allegations of 

corruption, to choose the option of state stability. This stability was represented by the 

AKP rule (Beauchamp, 2015). Also, the corruption issue, in the perspective of the Turkish 

people, were not only linked to the AKP elites but also to various other political parties in 

Turkey. This meant, for instance, that the corruption of the political elites in authority, was 

not something new nor a surprise to anyone. Moreover, huge segments of Turkish society 

considered Turkey had come to an important historical crossroads. This situation needed 

a strong party, which could lead Turkey towards stability and safety. This is exactly what 

was promoted by the AKP’s campaign. In the meantime, the Turkish people did not want 

to have the same chaotic experiences as some neighbouring countries such as Iraq or Syria. 

 The AKP used its position of being in power to enhance its ability to campaign. Their 

candidates acquired the most media space for the promotion of the party. For instance, 

Ersin Öngel calculated the time given by TRT to the political parties. Accordingly: “They 

broadcasted President Erdoğan live for 29 hours, the AKP for 30 hours, the CHP for 5 hours, 

the MHP for 1 hour and 10 minutes and the HDP only for 18 minutes” (Romano, 2015). In 

the meantime, public transport and service centres were also used to promote the 

electoral campaign of the ruling party. 
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 The quality of the performance of the opposition parties between the June 2015 and the 

November 2015 elections had a big effect on the impact of the vote percentage in the 

November 2015 elections. This impact was due to the inability of the opposition parties to 

show a degree of political pragmatism. The three opposition parties failed to form a 

coalition government to oust the AKP. Additionally, they rejected various formats to enter 

into a coalition with the AKP. They did not even have the ability to form a coalition including 

the three other opposition parties. Furthermore, all of these coalition negotiations were 

held during a massive wave of violence in Turkey. The AKP took this chance to accuse the 

opposition parties for their helplessness in forming a coalition government and of choosing 

their own interests over the interests of the country. Additionally, the opposition parties 

were accused of not taking responsibility in the difficult situation the state found itself in. 

At the same time, the AKP presented itself as the only powerful party capable of protecting 

the Turkish interests (Arab Center for Research & Policy Studies, 2015, p. 1-4).  

 Before the June 2015 elections, the HDP’s popularity had increased due to multiple 

reasons. Firstly, the charisma of its leader Demirtaş was felt to be an adequate shield 

against Erdoğan’s ambitions. Secondly, it gave the impression that the HDP presented a 

different and balanced platform based on peace and integration within the Turkish 

community. This had been strongly disseminated in the oppositional media outlets. In fact, 

it can be argued that this gave the impression that the HDP had secured a position as the 

exclusive political representative of the Kurds in Turkey, even though it seemed that the 

political aspirations of the Kurds in Turkey were too complex to be exclusively represented 

by the HDP (Alabbasi, 2015). Before the November 2015 elections, the HDP’s visibility had 

gradually shrunk due to the inability of the party to position itself during the ongoing 

conflict between the Turkish forces and the PKK. The HDP did not issue any direct 

condemnation or blame for the terrorist operations done by the PKK. Therefore, the AKP 

spread the argument that HDP was unable to separate itself from violence, and considered 

the silence of HDP as hidden acceptance of the terror attacks of PKK upon the Turkish state. 

This considerably improved the AKP’s voting rate in the Kurdish regions of the country 

(Arab Center for Research & Policy Studies, 2015, p. 3). 
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 There were various internal problems within each of the Turkish opposition parties. For 

instance, the intransigent positions of the MHP’s chairman Devlet Bahçeli reflected upon 

the internal cohesion of his party. This caused the departure of a vast number of the party 

members which harshly affected the party’s electoral base. These resignations from the 

party included Seyfullah Kılıç, the Head of the MHP’s Narman District, who had criticised 

Bahçeli for not assuming responsibility at one of the most critical times when parties failed 

to form a coalition government following the June 2015 elections. Kılıç argued that Bahçeli 

had undermined and lowered MHP’s status. He said: “The most honourable action that 

these particular individuals (about Bahçeli and his circle) could take is to commit suicide, 

rather than resign” (Kizil, 2015). Furthermore, Tuğrul Türkeş, the Ankara deputy for the 

MHP and party founder Alparslan Türkeş’ son, was expelled after the June election due to 

his approval to join the interim cabinet under the leadership of Davutoğlu. Tuğrul Türkeş 

ran in the November 2015 elections under the AKP’s banner (Hürriyet Daily News, 2015e). 

Attracting more support from the nationalist circles in Turkey, especially after the 

confrontation with the PKK broke out, was one of the main AKP’s objectives after its decline 

in the June elections. This policy resulted in many nationalist votes in favour of the AKP 

while bringing an apparent decline of the MHP in this election.  

 During the General Conference of AKP on 12th September 2015, the party took a 

fundamental decision to change its internal rules. This allowed the party to welcome back 

some prominent figures who had been withdrawn in the June 2015 elections due to the 

party law stating that AKP parliamentarians could not serve more than three successive 

terms. Influential names including Tsar Ali Babacan, Binali Yıldırım, Taner Yıldız, Faruk Çelik 

and Mehdi Eker all made it to the candidates’ list for the November election. The AKP also 

replaced more than 40% of its parliamentary candidate list (238 out of 550 candidates) and 

changed the party executive committee significantly (Bardakçi, 2016). In contrast to the 

AKP’s change, the opposition parties made only little changes to their parliamentary 

candidates and focused the whole of their electoral campaign on blaming Erdoğan and the 

AKP for the failure of coalition talks.  
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 In order to counterbalance the economic promises, which had been brought up by the 

opposition parties in the June 2015 elections, the AKP took a series of measures to make 

large economic pledges to the electorate. The AKP had a clear electoral programme with 

much more details rather than general excessive economic promises.  

 The talk about the new constitution and the presidential transformation had almost 

disappeared from the AKP’s electoral agenda in the November 2015 elections. The former 

AKP’s chairperson Davutoğlu did not mention the change of constitution to reassure the 

people who were worried about the expansion of Erdoğan’s influence. Additionally, in 

comparison with the previous election round, Erdoğan tried not to get involved publicly to 

support the AKP. The monopoly of Erdoğan in the political arena shrank dramatically, and 

Davutoğlu emerged to the forefront remarkably. Davutoğlu visited most of the Turkish 

provinces in the run-up to the elections and shared in daily activities. This helped to prompt 

a change in the stereotype about the control of Erdoğan on the party. 

 

6.8 Conclusion  

During the Arab Spring, the AKP used the uprisings to strengthen its internal and external power 

by supporting political Islam as well as the democratisation change within the Arab Spring 

countries. Yet, the AKP also instrumentalised its support for the Arab Spring on a domestic level, 

since popular support by Turkish people was highly in favour of enhancing democracy in Arab 

countries. In the beginning, the Arab Spring was considered to be much more of a political priority 

by the AKP government and people than the political relationship with Israel. As Turkey was 

inspiring the Arab peoples in their revolutions against dictatorial regimes, the AKP saw this as a 

great opportunity to fulfil the role of leading country in the Middle East.  

However, after the AKP government’s miscalculation of the indirect consequences of intervening 

in the Arab Spring as well as lifting its zero problems policy due to the overuse of its ideological 

interests, Turkey suffered harshly from internal and external chaos. This chaos was internally quite 

apparent in the parliamentary elections in 2015 and the increase in political polarisation. Despite 
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everything that happened in the country, the Turkish people proved that no one could dominate 

the political stage without a mandate from them and showed how vibrant the democratic forces 

in Turkey still are. Following the June elections, the Turkish public had many expectations to line 

up in favour of a coalition government, and to enter into a new era of cooperation leading to 

better governance. However, the expectations of the Turkish people were cruelly dashed after the 

inability of the opposition to steer the Turkish ship to safe waters. After all the efforts to form a 

unity government had failed, President Erdoğan called for a second round of elections in 

November 2015.  

The AKP had learned an important lesson and had to review its policies. The proof of the pudding 

came in the November elections. Unlike the previous campaign, the AKP’s electoral campaign of 

the November elections was cleverly designed. The focus on security and economic issues 

received top priority in the AKP agenda. At the same time, the AKP tactically increased the worry 

among Turkish society that minority forces could strip a majority of power and painted a picture 

of a Turkey under constant threat of violence. To succeed in selling this to the Turks and emphasise 

its argument, the AKP gave examples such as the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood in 2013, which 

was overthrown by an army coup, and the murder of the former Turkish PM Adnan Menderes.  

Additionally, the AKP linked the irresponsibility of opposition parties in failing to form a coalition 

against political instability, possible economic decline and the increase of terror incidents by the 

PKK or IS.  

Within the context of this great disorder, Israel had been carefully observing the internal chaos in 

Turkey and was betting that these conflicts could push Turkey back to its former position, especially 

after Turkey failed to achieve its goals in the Arab Spring and came out of it on the losing side. Israel 

also considered the decline of political Islam in the Arab Spring countries and the increased tension 

in the Turkish-Russia relations after Turkey shot down a Russian combat plane, as an opportunity 

to bring Turkey back to its former political position. In fact, during the Arab Spring period, Israel’s 

policy towards Turkey was based on a combination of outer and inner containment. Nimrod Goren 

explained: 
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 “The Israeli government members kept quiet and did not retaliate towards Erdoğan's 

statements and policies. The logic was to let Erdoğan play his game on his own, without 

reacting to his provocations. Israel believed that time will take its toll, and eventually, Turkey 

would move on to other issues” (Goren, 2012, p. 132).  

Furthermore, despite the fact that the Palestinian cause was politically cornered during the Arab 

Spring’s period and taking consideration to the influence of the Palestinian cause on the Turkish 

street, the AKP government continued its support to the Palestinian Authority’s efforts in the 

international community. In the same vein, the Palestinians, in particular, Hamas, were pinning 

their hopes on the AKP government to lift the siege on Gaza. For instance, the Palestinians viewed 

the Turkish elections as a bonus to the Palestinian cause. When the AKP won the November 

election, the conservatives in Gaza celebrated in the streets and considered the AKP victory as a 

triumph for themselves. This was because Turkey under the leadership of the AKP was the only 

country that officially linked the restoration of its relations and normalisation with Israel to lifting 

the siege on Gaza.  

By the end of this period, the AKP’s excessive intervention as well as the AKP miscalculation for the 

consequences of the Arab Spring harmed Turkey’s interests and threatened Turkish stability. On 

top of multiple internal and external changes, it appeared that the AKP government attempted to 

find a harmony between Turkey’s material and ideological interests. This shift contributed to a 

renewed increase in the government’s efforts to normalise the Turkish relations with Israel. In 

other words, Israel became a political priority for Turkey. These new policies will be discussed in 

the next chapter. 
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7.1 Introduction  

At the end of 2015, Turkey had no ambassadors in Israel, Syria, or Egypt due to mutual political 

tensions between those states. Ankara’s relationship with Tehran also had been strained because 

of their different positions about the Syrian war. After Turkey shot down a Russian military plane 

in November 2015, the fear of Russian retaliation was strongly present in Turkey. As a result of this 

Turkish-Russian tension, the Turkish economy was negatively affected due to the sanctions 

imposed by the Kremlin. Besides, their strategic relations deteriorated. Russia had been a strategic 

partner of Turkey in terms of energy, construction and tourism. 

Due to the political tension between the two countries, Turkish exports to Russia declined by 60% 

at the beginning of 2016 compared with the same period the year before (Daily Sabah, 2016b). 

According to the Turkish Statistical Institute, in the first quarter of 2016, tourism income decreased 

by 16,5% and declined to $ 4 million (Turkstat, 2016b). Moreover, the form of the crisis between 

Turkey and Russia took another turn. Russia attempted to weaken Turkey’s political role in Syria. 

Russia had blocked Turkish ambitions to play the role of a regional decision-maker, particularly 

after the Syrian war converted from an internal war between a dictator and his people to an 

external struggle between international powers. However, these power struggles by proxy 

occurred on Syrian territory, where Turkey and Russia were the protagonists. 

Besides, various factors, which are mentioned in CH6, contributed to isolating the AKP government 

and produced a significant crisis in its domestic and foreign policy from 2011 until the middle of 

2016. These factors have put Turkey under enormous pressure that led to a need for urgent 

change in the policy of the AKP government. Sinan Ulgen, a former Turkish diplomat, who runs the 

Edam think tank in Istanbul, said:  

“There’s a realisation that the Turkish policies after 2011, after the advent of the Arab Spring, 

have failed to advance the country’s national interests or increase the influence of the Turkish 

state in the region. Furthermore, the Islamic State is a reminder to Turkish policymakers of 

how detrimental these policies have been for the security of Turkey and the Turkish people” 

(Trofimov, 2016). 
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In this chapter, I will start from the argument that the AKP’s foreign policy in the post-Arab Spring 

era moved from being ‘highly proactive’ to becoming a ‘policy of selective engagement’. This 

attempt can be understood in the context of the AKP efforts to reduce the excessive use of the 

idealistic interests in Turkey's foreign policy, especially after the internal and external chaos which 

hit Turkey due to the AKP miscalculation of the Arab Spring consequences. In other words, Turkey 

attempted to pursue a harmony between Turkey’s material and ideological interests. Therefore, 

in order to stabilise the Turkish situation internally and externally, the AKP continued the 

instrumentalisation of its foreign policy, and the insecurity in the geopolitical sphere, as well as 

the political tension with some regional and international actors, in order to stabilise Turkey’s 

internal situation. Meanwhile, the AKP instrumentalised the unstable Turkey’s internal situation 

including the war against the PKK, Syria’s refugee crisis, and the failed attempt coup on 15 July 

2016 for foreign purposes. Additionally, to strengthen Turkey’s global situation, the AKP 

government restored, to some extent, its zero problems policy and repositioned its relations with 

its neighbours. As a result of this policy, the Turkish-Israeli relations were normalised. 

Of course, the biggest problem of Turkey was not its position for or against Bashar Al-Assad, Abdel 

Fattah Al-Sisi, Benjamin Netanyahu or even Vladimir Putin. It had a lot more to do with reaping the 

benefits of the rise of political Islam in the Arab Spring countries. Under the AKP government, the 

Turkish-Israeli relations witnessed political ups and downs. The recent normalisation between 

Ankara and Tel Aviv in June 2016, symbolised a change of direction for both countries. They had to 

re-shape their own foreign policy, especially towards the Middle East. Despite the ups and downs 

in the Turkish-Israeli political relations, their ties will likely further strengthen in the future, and 

they will remain strategic allies. This depends on, first and foremost, the existence of mutual 

interests and how their dealings are fostered and protected by first the domestic situation and 

then the regional and international actors. 

This chapter highlights the repositioning in 2016  of the Turkish foreign policy’s interests within the 

triangle by focusing mainly on the normalisation of Turkish-Israeli relations. Additionally, this 

chapter focus on the US attempts to normalise the Turkish-Israeli tension. These attempts started 

since the Mavi Marmara incident and the Palmer report. Several other domestic and external 

factors that affected the normalisation will further be discussed. In this context, the chapter aims 
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at exploring to what extent this normalisation could contribute to both Israel and Turkey in terms 

of the energy, economy, security and ambitions of becoming an energy hub. This chapter provides 

a deep analysis of who wins and who loses in the Turkish-Israeli normalisation from the Turkish, 

Israeli and Palestinian perspectives. Additionally, this chapter explains the exact factors which 

encouraged the normalisation between the two countries. 

 

7.2 Repositioning the interests of the Turkish foreign policy 

After all that happened inside and outside of Turkey during the Arab Spring’s period, the AKP had 

realised the failures of its policy in the region (such as wanting a leading role in the Middle East) as 

well as its inability to further its political and economic interests. The AKP government’s aims from 

the Arab Spring had already evaporated. Turkey had become more isolated, had fewer friends 

among its neighbours and more enemies. Umit Pamir, a former Turkish ambassador to the 

European Union and NATO, said: “Erdoğan realised that he was being isolated and that this is not 

a sustainable foreign policy” (Trofimov, 2016).   

The factors mentioned above encouraged therefore the AKP to recalculate its interests, mainly in 

order to stabilise its internal situation and then its regional and international interests. According 

to the political rule: every stage has its own elites, the AKP needed a scapegoat to bear the 

responsibility of the failure of the Turkish foreign policy during the period of the Arab Spring. 

Davutoğlu was the right person at the right time. Despite the fact that Davutoğlu was one of the 

actors who had shaped Turkey’s foreign and domestic policy, various AKP’s elites used his departure 

as an excuse to push for further changes in domestic and foreign policy. It has been assumed that 

Davutoğlu was the major obstacle to implementing these changes. Once he was out of the way, 

many voices began to criticise his previous policy. Something which, for instance, did not happen 

with the departure of Erdoğan and Abdullah Gül from the party leadership and their previous 

positions in power. Basheer Nafi commented on the new Turkish Prime Minister Yildirim’s speech 

that: “What one can understand from Yildirim's statements was that Ankara linked the resignation 

of his predecessor, Ahmet Davutoğlu, who played a prominent role in shaping his country’s foreign 

policy since 2008, to difficulties in Turkey’s strategic position” (Nafi, 2016b). 
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The departure from the leadership of the party and the government of Ahmed Davutoǧlu, who 

had built the contours of the Turkish foreign policy from 2002 until the beginning of 2016,  has 

shown the imbalance between the power of the President and the Prime Minister in Turkey. Yusuf 

Kanli stated: “Events today show that the AKP will move to consolidate Erdoğan’s aspirations of 

becoming a super president. All this happens because of the absence of a credible opposition. The 

left has proved useless” (Sharma, 2016a). While Suha Bolukbasi pointed out: “On foreign policy, 

the two saw eye to eye, while on domestic politics the two made contradictory statements. 

Davutoğlu and Erdoğan also differed over the pre-trial imprisonment of academics and journalists, 

which Davutoğlu opposed” (Bolukbasi, 2016). 

The sudden absence of Davutoǧlu from the political scene reminds us of a set of ground rules 

required for the holder of this post, which needs to be in full harmony with President Erdoğan, and 

needs as much as possible only a minimal dose of political ambition. Within this harmonious 

complementarity between the ‘President’ and the ‘Prime Minister’, there is a clear tendency to 

shift the role of the Prime Minister to becoming an implementer of the policies drawn up by the 

President. This is contrary to what happened during the last period of Ahmet Davutoğlu, especially 

in the light of the negotiations with the EU and the US. 

Davutoğlu, who did not go through the party machine to get to the top, did not enjoy such a wide 

support as Erdoğan within the party. The veteran journalist Ertugrul Özkök wrote an article 

criticising the policy of Davutoğlu in the Middle East: 

 “Exactly two-and-a-half years ago; I wrote: ‘Your Syrian policy is wrong. As a result of this, 

our border region will turn into Peshawar’. Unfortunately, what I said came true. That place 

became such a centre of atrocity that it makes al-Qaeda jealous. Exactly one year ago, I 

wrote: ‘Do not waste time trying to train certain moderate people in Syria. They have no 

chance of success. Their weapons will go to [the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant] ISIL or 

al-Nusra’. Unfortunately, it came true. The first ‘train and equip’ squad was ambushed, 

captured, some of them killed in Syria. The 30th division was not able to fire one shot at ISIL. 

Exactly one-and-a-half years ago, I wrote: ‘Your Egypt policy is wrong; you will be left 

completely alone’. Unfortunately, this came true also…. This is not Turkey’s policy, but it is 
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the disaster created by an ambition who assumed himself powerful to do everything” (Özkök, 

2015). 

Ironically, after the exit of Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu, the AKP government attempted to 

redesign its foreign policy in the direction of reducing the excessive use of ideological interests and 

a return to the policy of zero problems with neighbours. These AKP’s efforts can be understood in 

the context of finding a harmony, to some extent, between its material and ideological interests. 

This was very clear in the first speech of Turkey’s new Prime Minister Binali Yildirim in the Turkish 

Parliament when he said: “We will increase our friends and decrease our enemies” (Akyol, 2016). 

The call of Yildirim represented a significant departure from the previous actions which left Turkey 

helpless and cornered in the region since the Turkish intervention until the middle of 2016 in the 

Arab Spring events. In other words, Yildirim’s discourse emphasised that the Turkish policy is based 

on pragmatism. Yildirim’s strategy was unquestionably based on a full cooperation with President 

Erdoğan. He is acutely aware that he prefers to use ‘we’ instead of ‘I’ when talking about the aims 

of the policy, compared with Ahmed Davutoǧlu’s. His strategy was aimed at promoting Turkey’s 

strategic position both internally and externally. 

As a result of this policy, the new Turkish Prime Minister Yıldırım sent different reconciliatory 

messages to four countries with which Turkey had been experiencing problems. Yıldırım said: 

“Israel, Syria, Russia, Egypt… There cannot be any permanent enmities between these countries 

encircling the Black Sea and the Mediterranean” (Çekirge, 2016). The calls of Yildirim helped to 

restore some confidence inside and outside Turkey that the Turkish foreign policy was undergoing 

a recalibration of different dispositions, including the normalisation of the Turkish-Israeli relations. 

Yildirim’s initiative towards Israel was the harvest of many secret negotiations between Turkey and 

Israel. This was not the first initiative to normalise the former Turkish-Israeli tension. There have 

been different attempts to repair the Turkish-Israeli relations since the break-down of the relations 

in 2010. 
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7.3 Why did the Turkish-Israel normalisation happen in June 2016 and not before?  

After holding several intense talks between the two countries to contain the political clash as well 

as the continued pressure from the US administration to normalise the Israeli-Turkish tension, 

Prime Minister Netanyahu publicly apologised in March 2013 to Erdoğan for the Mavi Marmara 

incident. Despite Israel’s approval on two of the Turkish conditions to normalise their relations, 

including a formal apology for the attack on the Mavi Marmara and financial compensation for the 

victims, Turkey had, at that time, reiterated its demand to lift the siege on Gaza which Israel 

refused. 

Many academics, writers and journalists were betting that once Israel had apologised to Turkey for 

what had happened, the Turkish-Israeli relations would normalise. However, the situation was 

more complex than just requiring an apology, as normalisation proved to be linked to local and 

regional interests. The chaotic surrounding political circumstances were not conducive to 

normalisation as the national interests of both countries differed at that time. Additionally, such a 

political tension between the two countries was instrumentalised by both of them for domestic 

gains such as attracting much more voters in their elections as well as confronting the opposition. 

Matan Vilnai, a former Major General in the Israel Defense Forces clearly stated that: “Whoever 

refers to the crisis with Turkey in terms of national pride does not understand the strategic reality 

in the Middle East” (Greenberg, 2011). 

It can be argued that following Netanyahu’s apology in the media, both countries started showing 

some flexibility and desire to reach normalisation. For instance, in February 2014, the Turkish 

government, through its spokesman Ömer Çelik, announced that the compensation talks were 

near completion. Indeed, all of these statements can be considered as a cloak under which they 

were both hiding their real interests and intentions. But the efforts made by both sides were not 

enough to reach a real solution to the former political clash between the two states. 

Indeed, there was no need to hurry to improve the relationship from both countries before 2016. 

This was because, for instance, after the Mavi Marmara crisis in 2010, Israel tried to find an 

alternative solution to its political divergence with Turkey. Israel established new links with Greece 

and Cyprus based on using their airspace for military exercises. The three countries (Israel, Greece 
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and Cyprus) became closer, and their relations deepened, especially after the Israeli discovery of 

major offshore gas reserves including Tamar and Leviathan. As a result, in December 2010, Israel 

and Cyprus signed an agreement which: 

“Charted the naval borders between the two countries and which enabled the countries to 

pursue their contacts with international gas and oil drilling companies. This led up to the 

signing of a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between Cyprus and three Israeli 

companies in June 2013 with regards to the development of a LNG terminal project” (Yilmaz, 

2016, p. 24-25).  

It seems that Turkey’s political tension with Israel advanced greatly the collaboration between 

Israel, Cyprus and Greece. 

In addition, Israel was not prepared to compromise on the issue of the blockade of Gaza and the 

crisis of the Mavi Marmara because the options on the negotiation table were not well defended. 

These options did not encourage Israel to take a step back. The same goes for Turkey which 

deemed quickly that the Arab Spring was a great opportunity to expand its influence and to lead 

the Middle East. Within this context, such issues including the 2008 war on Gaza, the Davos 

incident, the Low Chair incident and the Mavi Marmara incident had been heavily used in both 

Turkey and Israel for a long time to gain domestic and international sympathy. So why would Turkey 

and Israel take a step back so easily without getting something in return? 

At the same time, we must admit that the conservative elites in both countries did indeed 

contribute to the escalation of this tension. For instance, the Israeli conservative elites presented 

the sharp Turkish discourse towards Israel , as well as the Turkish demand for an apology, as 

humiliating. One Israeli official said: “All of a sudden he says the money is not the issue. Indeed, 

they want to bring us to our knees and read the text that they dictate to us” (Keinon, 2013). While 

the Turkish ones considered the events which happened during the political tension including the 

Mavi Marmara incident as an attack on Turkey’s national honour, dignity and international 

reputation. 

What must be mentioned here is that from the Israeli perspective, the ties with Turkey were 

considered in all fields a source of pride and legitimacy both internally and for the international 
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community. However, at that time –during the Arab Spring- the Turkish government, which was 

supporting specific movements of political Islam and its vision of democratisation, considered its 

relations and normalisation with Israel as an embarrassment, especially in front of its conservative 

population. 

This is not to say that the policy of both countries was focused on cutting off their mutual relations, 

but rather that the interests of both states did not coincide in the period of the Arab Spring. 

However, the talks had never ceased between both countries and delegations continued meeting 

either publicly or behind closed doors. Additionally, bilateral economic relations have ignored this 

political crisis and continued growing. Later on, due to elections being held in both countries, the 

negotiations between the two nations proceeded relatively more slowly. 

 

7.4 Who wins and who loses from the Turkish-Israeli normalisation                                                                                                                         

After a profound shift in the global and regional political landscape, the reconciliation between 

Israel and Turkey had come closer and a wind of change started blowing again between Turkey and 

Israel. This had been coupled with the pressure from various parties including the US 

administration, the Israel lobby in Washington, as well as many think tanks in the two countries 

such as the Israeli Institute for Regional Foreign Policies (Mitivim) and the Turkish Global Political 

Trends Center (GPoT). Those parties continued their significant role in supporting a close 

relationship between Turkey and Israel. Gallia Lindenstrauss, a research fellow at the Institute for 

National Security Studies (INSS) in Tel Aviv, said: “It has always been an American interest that Israel 

and Turkey reach an agreement” (Lempkowicz, 2016). Moreover, it was clear that the rules of the 

game in the region had changed. This led Erdoğan to state that: “Israel is in need of a country like 

Turkey in the region. We have to admit that we also need Israel. This mutual need is a fact of the 

region” (Munyar, 2016). 

Enabled by all these internal and external changes, on 28th June 2016, Israel and Turkey reached 

a reconciliation agreement that ended the bilateral crisis. Following the first two Turkish 

conditions for normalisation - an apology and compensation for the victims- which were accepted 

by Israel earlier, Israel agreed that Turkey would send its humanitarian aid to Gaza only through 
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the Israeli port of Ashdod. This aid included building a hospital, a desalination plant for drinking 

water as well as a new power station. Additionally, Turkey agreed to a commitment to convince 

Hamas to stop from carrying out hostile activities against Israel from Gaza, while Hamas would be 

allowed to operate from Turkey for diplomatic purposes only. Yildirim said: “diplomatic 

mechanism will continue to exist” (Malkom, 2016). After an Israeli request, Saleh al-Arouri, one of 

the leaders of Hamas, considered a terrorist by Tel Aviv, had already left Turkey in December 2015 

(Perry & Eichner, 2015). In return, Turkey would end all criminal claims against Israeli soldiers. 

As a result of this normalisation, in November 2016, the Israeli government appointed Eitan Na’eh 

as ambassador to Ankara, while the AKP government named Kemal Ökem as the Turkish 

ambassador to Israel (Keinon, 2016). Additionally, in December 2016, a Turkish court ended a 

criminal lawsuit against four senior Israeli military officials including Gabi Ashkenazi, Eliezer 

Marom, Avishai Levy and Amos Yadlin for their role in the killings of 10 people on the Mavi 

Marmara in 2010 (Silver, 2016). 

Now, comes the moment to ask a crucial question: what were the incentives for this latest Turkish-

Israeli agreement and who won or lost through it? This question can be answered through three 

different perspectives: 

 From the Turkish perspective 

There were many internal and external factors which encouraged the AKP to take quick steps and 

to reach a reconciliation with Israel. Externally, there was the failure of political Islam in ascending 

to power during the Arab Spring’s period which the AKP government had bet on so much. Besides, 

there was miscalculation (overuse of the ideological interests) towards the Arab Spring in general 

and the shaky Syrian regime in particular. This miscalculation resulted in the emergence of a new 

international threat called IS and by the same token created another tension with many regional 

countries including Russia. Additionally, following the AKP policy in the Arab Spring, Turkey became 

not only isolated from its neighbours (zero friendships with its neighbours and more enemies) but 

also developed a problematic relationship with international actors such as the EU. 
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Internally, there was a great division among the Turkish political parties, renewed fighting with the 

PKK, an increase in the AKP’s growing dispute with the Gülen movement (power struggle), the 

spread of terrorist operations on Turkish soil as well as a rise of its economic vulnerability. As a 

result of this, the anger of the Turkish people concerning the decline of Turkey’s regional and 

international status was increased. 

Turkish gains  

In fact, addressing the internal and external Turkish challenges with the Israel lobby in the US could 

make a big difference. This lobby is one of the most important allies which could serve the Turkish 

interests in the difficult period which Turkey was experiencing. It had always supported a close 

relationship between Turkey and Israel and worked to strengthen and to encourage close Turkish-

Israeli ties. Dan Arbell emphasised that: “Jewish organisations and lobbyists advised the Turkish 

government on ways to fight congressional attempts to pass an Armenian Genocide bill that would 

have included sanctions against Turkey” (Arbell, 2014, p. 9). Thus, I would argue that the 

normalisation with Israel could bring more Israeli backing, including support for the AKP efforts to 

stabilise its internal and external positions. 

As the Middle East is currently facing the breaking down of states and security systems, Israel 

remains one of the only stable states in the region. Netanyahu said: “The world and the Middle 

East are in turmoil, and my policy is to create centres of stability in this unstable and stormy region” 

(Reed, 2016). Therefore, Turkey saw the normalisation with Israel as a great deal for many reasons. 

First, to help set up intelligence cooperation on many fields including the Syrian war as well as the 

Turkish armed conflict with the PKK. For instance, an agreement could help Turkey get high-tech 

military equipment that the latter still cannot yet produce (e.g. drones). In the meantime, Turkey 

can ensure that Israel will not support the PKK against the Turkish state or harm the Turkish state’s 

interests in the Syrian war. Second, the Israeli lobby can protect Turkey's interests in case of foreign 

tensions or problems. 

Third, Turkey and Israel share a common concern regarding the increase of the Iranian influence in 

the region. The Iranian influence proves a paradoxical axis with the Turkish and Israeli policies. 

According to Dr Mahmut Bali Aykan: “Turkish-Israeli relations are based on a rationale of joining 
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hands against common enemies, so-called ‘rogue’ states, or countries that are seen as a mutual 

security threat, including countries like Syria, Iraq and Iran” (Aykan, 1999, p. 7). While Ege Seckin 

has emphasised that: “The reconciliation deal between Turkey and Israel is motivated partly by the 

increasing prominence in the region of their common rival, Iran” (Cunningham & Eglash, 2016). 

Fourth, both states were also eager to develop common projects in the sphere of energy. Ankara 

sought to diversify its sources of energy especially after the tension with Russia. 

Despite the AKP’s conviction that Israel would not retreat from its stance on the siege of Gaza, the 

AKP considered Israel’s acceptance to allow the Turkish humanitarian supplies into Gaza through 

only the Israeli Ashdod port as a victory to break the blockade of Gaza. A first Turkish humanitarian 

aid ship Lady Leyla, carrying 11,000 tonnes of relief supplies including rice, flour, and toys to the 

Gaza Strip, set sail from the port of Mersin on 1st July 2016, under the coordination of the Disaster 

and Emergency Management Presidency of Turkey (Afet ve Acil Durum Yönetimi Başkanlığı, AFAD) 

(Telegraph, 2016). 

Turkish losses 

On the other hand, it can be argued that the AKP government paid a high cost in terms of losing 

credibility with some conservative supporters. This loss happened because the supporters of the 

AKP have seen a marked difference in the discourse of the AKP elites towards Palestine and the 

Turkish-Israeli tension. Part of the Turkish people considered the acceptance of Erdoğan and his 

party to the normalisation deal with Israel without a real lifting of the siege on Gaza, as going back 

on promises to ‘support the Palestinians liberation from the occupation’. According to Nathan 

Shachar: “In the reconciliation deal, Erdoğan has sacrificed one of his most deeply felt convictions, 

that the Israeli marine blockade around the Gaza strip is illegitimate. He, who once threatened to 

send the Turkish navy to Gaza, is now accepting Israeli control over Gazan trade” (Shachar, 2016). 

On 29th June 2016, the first voice, which refused, as was expected, the reconciliation with Israel 

and harshly criticised the AKP was the İHH which had organised the 2010 flotilla to Gaza. The IHH 

had asserted that “An agreement foreseeing the use of the port of Ashdod would not weaken the 

blockade, but rather it would lead to an official recognition of it” (Hürriyet Daily news, 2016c). 
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However, another weird twist to the story was that Erdoğan refuted the statement of IHH and 

wondered whom they had asked before the start of their mission to Gaza (Daily Sabah, 2016a).  

The reactions did not end with the statement of the IHH. The conservative media was completely 

shocked. A black day was a title used in the newspaper Milli Gazete, which is linked with the Millî 

Görüş organisation. Furthermore, the wife of Çetin Topcuoğlu, one of the victims of the Mavi 

Marmara said: “I would have preferred to have me shot than to see that day. Hands that will sign 

the agreement, you have never run stone to the Zionists, is it not?” (Malkom, 2016).  

What is more, Ibrahim Sediyani, a journalist who was one of the participants on the Mavi Marmara, 

said: “Turkey has now officially recognised the blockade. Israel killed nine people on the ship, but 

Erdoğan has now sunk the ship completely” (Tremblay, 2016). Besides, the Left Wing newspapers 

joined in criticising Erdoğan. This was through republishing Erdoğan’s statements in which he 

always emphasised his refusal to normalise Turkey’s relations if Israel without didn't lift the Gaza 

siege (Malkom, 2016). Additionally, Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu, the chairman of the CHP said: “From the 

moment you sign it [the agreement], you are making this blockade legal” (Akram, 2016). 

What must be mentioned here is that despite all these criticisms, the reactions of many domestic 

and regional actors –including the conservative ones- were much watered down after the failed 

military coup of 15th July 2016. The spotlight concentrated on the coup and talks about the Israeli-

Turkish normalisation gradually disappeared. 

 From the Israeli perspective 

Israeli gains  

Having well-established diplomatic relations with Turkey, a Muslim country with an international 

position, is a main foreign policy objective from the Israeli point of view. Within this context, Israel 

saw the normalisation with Turkey as a great chance to serve the interests of the country. 

Netanyahu sought to achieve some victories which could be marketed as significant achievements 

his followers. In fact, he tried to find a way out from two pressures. Internally, from the Israeli 

opposition parties: Netanyahu faced many difficulties to build a bridge over that ideological chasm 

between Likud and Zionist Union (Verter, 2015). What is more, there was also a fairly huge 
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difference between the Israeli political parties on how to draw state policies. These differences 

proved sometimes an obstacle to implement Netanyahu’s political agenda. 

Externally, there was pressure from the international community for mainly two reasons. First, 

because of the failure of all attempts to find a political solution to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict as 

well as an increase in the number of settlements. Second, because there was an increased impact 

of the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions movement (BDS) on the Israeli government. In fact, the 

BDS constitutes an ongoing concern for Israel. On 4th November 2015, after a huge campaign 

organised by the BDS, the EU decided to impose a label on products made in the Palestinian 

territories occupied by Israel. The EU considered Israel’s occupation of the West Bank, Gaza, East 

Jerusalem and the Golan Heights illegal under international law. These lands had been seized in 

the 1967 war. The EU argued that the labelling policy aimed at distinguishing between goods made 

inside the internationally accepted borders of Israel and those made outside. The BDS’ campaigns 

has produced a great impact on Israel - both a psychological and an economic impact. According to 

the Israel’s Economy Ministry: “The impact estimated will be about $ 50 million a year. That is 

around a fifth of the $ 200-300 million worth of goods produced in the settlements each year” 

(Euractiv, 2016). 

From another Israeli perspective, the importance of the normalisation with Turkey was to end all 

criminal claims against Israeli soldiers. The hardest challenge for Netanyahu -as a former 

commando fighter- was how to protect the prestige of the Israeli military and to come out of this 

normalisation as a victory and not as a victim. A senior Israeli official said: 

“The main matter in the accord is providing immunity to Israel Defense Force soldiers from 

claims filed in the International Court of Justice. The other things in the agreement are 

connected to relations between ourselves and Turkey. They wanted us to lift the blockade on 

Gaza, and we rejected that. However, we agreed to assist the population in Gaza. Our policy 

is to differentiate between the population and Hamas. The projects that we have approved 

the deal with matters such as water, electricity and hospitals” (Jewish Buzz, 2016).  

Despite the Israeli refusal to lift the blockade on Gaza, Israel has used its acceptance for the 

facilitation of humanitarian aid to Gaza for two purposes. Primarily, Israel wanted to show its 
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seriousness and credibility in rebuilding strategic relations with Turkey in front of the international 

community. Additionally, Israel wanted to prove to the Arab states that for the time being, Israel 

remains the only solution in the region that guarantees peace and stability. Taking Turkey as an 

example, whatever differences grew between both countries; Turkey cannot escape from the 

Israeli equation. Indirectly, Israel wanted Turkey to stay a valuable player in the Palestinian-Israeli 

conflict because of its ability to influence both Hamas and the Palestinian Authority. 

Israeli losses  

On the other hand, the Israeli’s normalisation with Turkey had created a heated discussion within 

Israel’s government as well as with the right-wing parties. The Israeli Education, Justice and 

Defense Ministers refused the normalisation with Turkey. The Israeli Education Minister and the 

chief of the Jewish Home Bennett pointed out: “Paying compensation to the perpetrators of a 

terrorist act sets a dangerous precedent that the State of Israel will regret in the future. Israel must 

not pay [the families] of terrorists who tried to harm the IDF” (Wootliff, 2016). While the Defense 

Minister Avigdor Liberman said: “I do not see any reason to go back on my opposition to the 

agreement. The compensation [package] has serious implications” (Porat, 2016).  

 From the Palestinian perspective 

The Turkish-Israeli agreement was a significant blow and a great disappointment for the 

Palestinians. The deal allowed only cosmetic changes to the blockade of Gaza, without making any 

real step to get the siege lifted but rather a pact of self-interest between two countries, “In 

response, a number of Palestinians in Gaza and across the world have taken to social media, 

expressing their dismay at the deal and Israel's shallow concessions” (Albawaba, 2016). This 

disappointment has amplified the severe crisis that the Palestinian cause suffered. 

Contrary to its promises, the AKP chose to look first after its own interests in that agreement. The 

disappointment rose because every single detail of daily life remained the same in Gaza after the 

Israeli-Turkish normalisation. Israel still controlled every entry and exit into Gaza, its airspace and 

sea, as well as its telecommunications channels and infrastructure. In other words, the AKP 

government took almost the same position as the UN but with a different political stance. The 
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director of Gisha, Tania Hary, an Israeli human rights group that monitors Israel’s blockade of Gaza 

said: “What Netanyahu has given Erdoğan is not a change in policy, but rather a circumscribed 

gesture, like allowing him to put down plastic buildings in a game of Monopoly” (Abunimah, 2016). 

Meanwhile, the Palestinian member of the Israeli Knesset, Hanin Zoabi condemned the 

agreement, describing it as a clear admission of murder (New Arab, 2016). Additionally, the 

Palestinian Parliament member Hanan Ashrawi said: “Erdoğan has signed over Gazan sovereignty 

to Israel” (Shachar, 2016). 

Despite this, Erdoğan and his party were eager to explain to the Palestinians officials how the 

normalisation with Israel happened. Therefore, two days before the formal announcement of the 

normalisation, Khaled Meshal visited Ankara and met Turkey’s President Erdoğan. In the 

meantime, Erdoğan had a phone call with Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas on 27th 

June 2016 about a recent push for normalisation of the Turkish-Israeli ties (Times Of Israel, 2016).  

The Palestinian Authority welcomed the Turkish-Israeli normalisation. The Palestinian Foreign 

Minister Riyad al-Maliki told Palestinian Ma’an news agency that: “The Palestinian government 

would not intervene in the terms of the agreement or in Turkish affairs” (Ma’an News Agency, 

2016). Fatah spokesman Fayez Abu Aita refused to comment on the particulars of the deal, saying: 

“The deal is a Turkish affair. We do not intervene in Turkish matters.” While Hamas official, and an 

adviser to the former prime minister in Gaza, Ahmed Yousef said: “Turkey was forced into this 

agreement, to ease the sanctions. This is the best it could get from Israel. They promised to continue 

their efforts to lift the sanctions” (Aldabbour, 2016).  

Hamas’ options after the Turkish-Israeli normalisation  

Despite public acceptance of Hamas in their statements, the normalisation created tension within 

the party. As mentioned on the Lebanese Al-Akhbar website, many leaders in Hamas were not 

satisfied with the conditions of the deal. According to Ryan McNamara: “Their tight-lipped posture 

may reveal internal disagreement” (McNamara, 2016). However, Hamas had no other choice than 

to accept the agreement and to stand next to the AKP in marketing the normalisation as a victory. 

Hamas was fully aware that losing Turkey in this round would mean losing everything. Hamas 

followed the well-known saying: A bird in the hand is better than 100 on the tree. 



  258 
 

Indeed, we have to admit that despite all that has been said in the media either by Hamas or the 

AKP about Turkey’s victory in breaking the siege on Gaza, the agreement had been signed without 

a real lifting of the siege. This led to a fading away of Hamas’ aspirations to strengthen its rule in 

Gaza through the AKP support.  For after this agreement, Hamas had less manoeuvring space and 

faced some challenging issues. Firstly, Hamas was confronted with a power struggle between its 

military wing Izz el-Deen al-Qassam and its political wing. This crisis rose from the question of who, 

in the Gaza Strip, was the decision-maker, whether it was the political representatives or the armed 

wing of Hamas. Secondly, after almost ten years of division between Hamas and Fatah, the 

increasing siege on Gaza, as well as Hamas’ inability to provide the most basic requirements of 

everyday life, internal Palestinian reconciliation became a pressing issue. Hamas’ reliance on the 

AKP had failed as a political strategy, leaving Hamas with no other solution. This may push Hamas 

to take a step back towards accomplishing internal Palestinian reconciliation. But this internal 

reconciliation would probably not be a sufficient substitute for Hamas’ former relations with the 

AKP. 

The only remaining hope for Hamas to get out of this crisis as well as to restore the AKP’s credibility 

in the Palestinian public would be a new prisoners’ exchange with Israel. But this exchange would 

have to be under Turkish mediation. Hamas knows the powerful impact of making such a deal on 

the Palestinian public. This had been clear when the Gilad Shalit prisoner exchange was reached 

on 11th October 2011, through the mediation of Egypt. However, such a deal is a very sensitive 

occurrence in Israel and is not easy to implement. According to Ben Caspit: “No country is as 

sensitive to the fate of its soldiers as Israel, regardless of whether they are alive or dead” (Wool, 

2016). 

Of course, it can be argued that the next subject of negotiation between Hamas and Israel would 

be about getting back the two Israeli soldiers — Hadar Goldin and Oron Shaul, who disappeared 

during Operation Protective Edge in the summer of 2014 — and are still held by Hamas. No one 

knows the fate of these soldiers, and Hamas has refused to give any information to Israel without 

getting something in return. 
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Let us assume that Hamas starts to talk with Israel on a new prisoners’ exchange. These 

negotiations would indeed take a long time, and would not be done easily, especially because of 

the sensitivity of this issue. Additionally, Israel always rejects in principle to free Palestinian 

prisoners who have been described as Palestinians who have stained their hands with blood. Israel 

has used this term for the Palestinian resistance’s fighters who have been involved in military 

operations against Israel or killed Israeli soldiers. These Palestinians have been sentenced for life 

by Israeli courts. 

We have to stress here that despite the overall success of the Gilad Shalit’s deal, we should take 

into consideration the direct and indirect consequences of a such a deal with Israel. The 

Palestinians have suffered all stages of agony because of the kidnapping of Gilad Shalit including 

the tightening of the siege on Gaza, the bombing of the Gaza power plant, the bombing of bridges 

which connected the cities in Gaza, daily shelling of civilians’ houses.. etc.  Israel did agree to a deal 

and released 1,027 Palestinian prisoners in exchange for the Israeli soldier, but despite the 

Palestinians suffering torment and pain, Israel rearrested most of them shortly afterwards. This 

happened in spite of all the guarantees given by  Egypt which promised Hamas that Israel would 

not arrest them again. Additionally, as Israel wanted, most of the Palestinian prisoners who were 

released, were not those who belonged under the Israeli term Palestinians who have stained their 

hands with blood and most of them only had a few months or years of imprisonment still to go. 

Therefore, what Hamas had promised their followers did not in fact happen. 

 

7.5 Energy talks between Turkey and Israel  

Turkey: Energy Overview 

The Turkish economy is reliant on fossil fuel imports including coal, oil, and natural gas. The Turkish 

production of oil and natural gas is very low, compared with coal, which is available domestically. 

Turkey’s natural gas imports have mostly relied on the supplies from firstly Russia, then Iran and 

Azerbaijan. According to the official website of the Turkish foreign ministry: 
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“Turkey imports nearly 99% of the natural gas it consumes. In 2015, Turkey imported around 

48,4 BCM of gas. 55,3% of the natural gas is imported from Russia, followed by Iran (16,2%), 

Azerbaijan (12,7%), Algeria (8,1%) and Nigeria (2,6%).” While Turkey’s oil imports have 

mostly relied on the supplies firstly from Iraq followed then by Iran and Russia, “Turkey 

imports around 89% of its oil supplies. In 2015, Turkey imported 25 million tons of crude oil 

in 2015 mainly from Iraq (45,6%), Iran (22,4%), Russia (12,4%) Saudi Arabia (9,6%), Colombia 

(3,5%), Kazakhstan (2,6%) and Nigeria (2,1%)” (Turkey’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2016c).   

After China, Turkey is the second country regarding consumption of natural gas and electricity and 

the seventh in the world in terms of geothermal potential (Turkey’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

2016c). According to Ünal Çeviköz, the President of the Ankara Policy Center: 

“It is fair to say that Turkey is not a major global energy actor given its share of both 

production and consumption, but it is a significant client for natural gas. Furthermore, Turkey 

is located close to more than 75 percent of the world’s proven hydrocarbon reserves, which 

presents Turkey with a unique opportunity to become a major energy transit country between 

the East-West and the South-North axes” (Çeviköz, 2016).  

Israel: Energy Overview 

Historically, Israel has heavily relied on foreign energy supplies for the support of its military and 

growing economy. For instance, in 2009, only 12% of Israeli energy came from national resources 

while the other 88% were imported (International Energy Agency (IEA), 2016). The increasing need 

for energy has motivated Israel into an intense search for alternative energy solutions which could 

support the Israeli economic development. Therefore, Israel has adopted the concept of supply 

diversification, which includes not only developing alternative sources in the energy field but also 

to extend the exploration for new energy sources beyond the borders of Israel. In 2009, the 

position of Israel in the energy field has changed completely with the discoveries of several 

offshore natural gas deposits in the North of Israel. Two of these deposits are considered large in 

global terms. 

Firstly, the Tamar gas was discovered in 2009. It is located off the coast, near of city of Haifa, and 

reportedly contains around 283 Billion Cubic Meters (BCM) of natural gas. Secondly, there is the 
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Leviathan gas field which was discovered in 2010. Leviathan contains approximately 535 BCM of 

natural gas, which is thought to be the world’s largest gas discovery in the past decade (Israel’s 

Ministry of National Infrastructures, Energy and Water Resources, 2013). The finding of Tamar and 

Leviathan, together with various small gas field detections in Israel including Yishai gas offshore 

“have resulted in approximately 950 BCM of natural gas, which could provide up to 73 percent of 

Israel’s energy supply over 50 years if not exported” (Fischhendler, Nathan & Boymel, 2015, p. 102-

103). Moreover, every 10 BCM of exported gas is expected to contribute an annual net revenue of 

$ 1.5 billion to the Israeli economy (Fischhendler & Nathan, 2014, p. 155). 

This has encouraged Israel to search for new strategic partners. This search came to the fore, 

especially after Israel faced many geopolitical crises after the start of the Arab Spring. Compared 

with the markets of Egypt, Jordan or Greece, Turkey would be a potential option for Israel. 

Additionally, Turkey can serve as a transit connection for the Israeli gas towards Europe. Indeed, 

from a technical point of view, exporting the Israeli gas to Europe could only happen by joint 

corporation between Israel, Turkey and Greek Cyprus, through building a submarine pipeline from 

Israel (Tamar and Leviathan), passing through Cypriot waters, and then to Turkey (Ceyhan and 

Iskenderun) in order to join TANAP15 (Tinas, 2015). Turkey is considered a main partner in forming 

TANAP. TANAP is the backbone of the Southern Gas Corridor (SGC). The SGC is an infrastructure 

project which aims to transport gas from the Caspian basin and the Middle East to different 

European markets in order to diverse EU’s energy supply (European Commission, 2016). 

 “According to the engineering studies at Turcas, connecting the Israel-Turkey pipeline to 

TANAP would cost a supplementary 726 million; joining TAP at the Turkey-Greece border 

from Ceyhan or Mersin would necessitate 1.790 billion. The CAPEX of even this largest 

pipeline variant all the way to Greece would be 3.528 billion, still 22% less than even one train 

of LNG at Vasilikos; and, the pipeline’s operational costs would also be lower than that of the 

LNG terminal” (Yilmaz, 2016, p. 34-35).  

                                                           
15TANAP is a natural gas pipeline from Azerbaijan through Georgia and Turkey to Europe, expected to 
operate in Turkey in mid-2018 and to Europe in 2020 (Tinas, 2015). 
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Within this context, this route would be favourable to Israel for many reasons, including reducing 

the huge costs of the gas transport, benefiting from the energy growing demand of the Turkish 

market, improving the Turkish-Israeli-Greek Cypriot relations as well as serving Europe’s supply 

diversification. 

The Turkish-Israeli normalisation  

Despite the importance of the energy sector, which could bring financial benefits for both Israel 

and Turkey, the normalisation between Turkey and Israel did not include the energy issue. Of 

course, this analysis mentioned above, proved Turkey’s rapid demand growth in the energy sector, 

the value of the Turkish market for any suppliers in the region, either as an efficient client or as an 

energy trade hub, as well as the Israeli need to export their extra natural gas to attractive markets 

including Turkey and Europe. For regional and geopolitical reasons, the natural gas wealth could 

be useful as a catalyst in improving the relations between the EU and Turkey. In the long term, 

these combined reasons could encourage Turkey and Israel to reach an agreement related to the 

energy field.   

After the talks held in Ankara between Israeli Minister of National Infrastructure, Yuval Steinitz and 

his Turkish Counterpart Energy Minister Berat Albayrak in October 2016, the US Ambassador to 

Ankara, John Bass, asserted the importance of the gas pipeline proposal in the Turkish-Israeli 

relations. Bass said: “Seeing the Israeli energy minister here today with the Turkish energy minister, 

talking about collaborative projects that will benefit both economies, is an indicator of how energy 

can help promote peace and stability. We strongly support achieving those objectives” (Demirtaş, 

2016) Berat Albayrak, Turkey’s Minister of Energy and Natural Resources, pointed out that 

“Diplomatic relations between Turkey and Israel had to be normalised in order to transport natural 

gas from the Leviathan field to Europe through Turkey” (Çeviköz, 2016).  

In the short term, it would be unwise to talk about joint projects between the two countries with 

respect to the sphere of energy. This is in particular because of their own security issue as well as 

various other conflicts happening in the region. For instance, after the discovery of the Yam Titus 

offshore gas reservoir, “Israel and Egypt had signed an agreement in 2005 to provide Israel with 25 

Billion Cubic Meters (BCM) of natural gas over 15 years via a transboundary gas pipeline” 
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(Fischhendler, Nathan & Boymel, 2015, p. 102-103). However, Egypt is no longer an attractive 

destination for the Israeli gas for many reasons. First, due to the fact that the Egyptian army is 

unable to protect Israeli gas lines into Egypt, the gas lines have been destroyed at different times 

by terrorist groups in the Sinai Peninsula16. Second, Egypt itself discovered new gas fields offshore. 

Third, regional conflicts between Turkey and the Greek part of Cyprus might be an obstacle for 

such a project. Michalis S. Firillas, Deputy Ambassador of Cyprus to Israel, said: “His country would 

not authorise the construction of a pipeline because though there are talks between the two sides 

of the island, Turkey would need to change its approach for them to reach a breakthrough” (Cohen, 

2016). Therefore, such a costly agreement needs strong political relations between Israel, Turkey 

and Greek Cyprus as well as a stable situation in the region. 

In the long-term, many energy contracts between Turkey and Israel can be expected to be signed. 

This would depend on many factors, mainly, if Israel succeeded in convincing the Greek part of 

Cyprus in order to permit the pipeline’s construction from there towards Turkey. To succeed in that 

endeavour, Israel can instrumentalise its own conflict with Greek Cypriots to impose greater 

political pressure. The Israeli-Cypriot conflict happened over the Aphrodite natural gas reservoir 

and the level of the Israeli participation in the reservoir’s development. The Aphrodite natural gas 

reservoir is located in Cyprus and has been discovered at the end of 2011 by Noble Energy. It is 

also extending into the area of the Israel’s Yishai gas offshore at Haifa. These developments raises 

many questions over the quantity of gas inside the Israeli sector. According to Hedy Cohen: “Israel 

could offer a “barter deal” wherein Israel “releases” the Aphrodite reservoir in return for the 

authorization for its Turkish pipeline. In that event, Cyprus could also connect to the pipeline and 

export gas to both Turkey and Europe” (Cohen, 2015). 

 

 

 

                                                           
16Sinai Peninsula is a sparsely populated desert region between the Red Sea and the Mediterranean Sea 
located in Egypt, through which the gas pipeline passes. 
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7.6 Conclusion 

The Arab Spring raised many crises and difficult choices for the AKP, between economic interests, 

political relations, moral commitments to democracy and the desire to lead the Middle East region. 

As a result of this, Turkey moved from the zero problem policy to zero friends, more enemies and 

more isolation policy. After the shooting down of a Russian fighter in November 2015, Turkey was 

also confronted with the anger and an economic boycott from Moscow. Turkey, which is dependent 

on Russia for its natural gas supply, was now becoming isolated from one of its main energy 

providers. On top of that, Turkey was also losing income from Russian tourists who were staying 

away as a consequence of the heightened tensions. 

Depending on, firstly, domestic, and then external aforementioned factors, the AKP had to 

recalculate its foreign policy’s interests. This political recalculation can be understood within the 

AKP efforts to find greater harmony between Turkey’s material and ideological interests. In other 

words, the new vision of the Turkish foreign policy was aimed to stabilise Turkey’s internal and 

external situation, especially after Turkey faced enormous problems during the period 2011-2016. 

This vision proved that the core of the Turkish foreign policy has always been flexible. 

On the forefront of the Turkish priorities was the normalisation of relations with Israel. Israel 

remained one of the most important strategic partners for Turkey. Improving political relations with 

Israel was greatly in Turkey’s interest. In an opportunistic manoeuvre, Turkey had first attempted 

to support political Islam and the Arab Spring in 2011. Yet, these attempts proved to be 

unsuccessful and resulted in international isolation and domestic contestation. Thus, Turkey turned 

back to Israel in 2016 and reached a normalisation deal in order to break its international isolation 

and achieve domestic stabilisation, despite some internal conservative opposition. However, these 

conservative reactions –including those of various political parties- watered down after the failed 

military coup of 15th July 2016. 

Many thought the various American attempts to normalise the Turkish-Israeli relations after the 

Mavi Marmara incident to be fruitless. In fact, these attempts worked cumulatively and were built 

gradually along the lines of an Israeli-Turkish dialogue. By the beginning of 2016, a shift of interests 

in the global and regional politics, as well as the decline of the Turkish negotiation position, have 
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helped accomplish the normalisation deal in spite of the continuing Gaza siege. Of course, Turkey 

does not have the ability to achieve all of its aims through  normalisation with Israel. This is because 

Turkey does not have many other options and the alternative would be much worse. 

There were different interpretations of the Turkish-Israeli normalisation. Firstly, from the AKP’s 

perspective, it was considered as a victory for Turkey because it could be promoted as ending the 

siege on Gaza. Secondly, the Israeli position was that Israel did not back down, and achieved 

everything due to Turkey’s weak negotiation position. Thirdly, contrary to the Palestinian factions 

and the Palestinian Authority’s positions, the Palestinian public opinion considered the deal as a 

serious blow after all the promises made by Turkey which evaporated suddenly right before the 

reconciliation. In any case, this deal was a symbolic starting point. As a consequence, and despite 

the fact that Hamas is the losing party in this normalisation, Hamas is still important in the AKP 

equation, and vice-versa. 

The analysis in this chapter proves that the AKP’s foreign policy in the post-Arab Spring era moved 

from being ‘highly proactive’ to a ‘policy of selective engagement’. Within this understanding, we 

can see that the AKP government instrumentalised its foreign policy for domestics purposes while 

in the meantime the unstable Turkey’s internal situation was used by the AKP government to 

strengthen its regional and international position. 
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Taking the importance of history in an in-depth analysing of contemporary relations, It was 

necessary to clarify the historical period of the Turkish-Palestinian-Israeli triangle. This is because 

history looks behind the deep motivation of the key players in this triangle, and would provide a 

suitable explanation of how the traditional policy of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish state 

functioned before 2002. Undoubtedly, such a complex analysis could not start independently from 

the history of  the countries involved. 

The Turkish-Israeli relations date back much before Turkey’s recognition of Israel in 1949. As I have 

pointed out in my historical analysis of the Ottoman handling of the Jewish-Palestinian question, 

previous research wrongly stated that Jews had gained power over the Ottoman Empire and that 

led to the collapse of this Empire. Moreover, other wrong claims have been heard throughout 

history, including that Sultan Abdülhamid II did not maintain a good relationship with the Jews, or 

the Sultan’s outright opposition to the Jews, or that the Dönmeh,  being Jewish,  cooperated with 

the CUP to topple the Sultan rule, or even that the CUP planned together with the Jews to increase 

the Jewish immigration to Palestine, etc. 

In other words, if I had relied on traditional, mainstream historical sources, the contemporary 

analysis would have been flawed from the beginning. Indeed, following previous historical scholarly 

work especially from the conservative ones on Turkish recognition of Israel, this would have meant 

that the Turkish state was actually controlled by Jews. Hence, any further Turkish foreign policy 

development would be a logical consequence of this ‘Jewish dominance’.  I proved this not to be 

the case. Perhaps there may have been Jewish influence, but Turkey acted independently and 

certainly was not some sort of ‘Jewish puppet’. 

After the fall of the Ottoman Empire, and the foundation of the Republic of Turkey by Kemal 

Atatürk, the Kemalists became the most important political actors on the Turkish political map. 

They established foreign relations primarily based on securisation and a strong orientation towards 

the West. Another central mainstay of their policy was not to intervene in Middle Eastern affairs. 

Within this context, the Kemalist ideology tended to isolate the Turkish foreign policy from political 

involvement in the region. According to Cengiz Dinc and Mustafa, the western countries were the 

models for Kemalist elites at that time while: 
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 “The Middle East was too backward, too complicated in terms of religious and ethnic 

diversity (each group often depending on an extra-regional patron). It was best to leave the 

Arabs alone. The pro-western foreign policy has more or less continued with different 

governments. Thus, Turkey has been traditionally a bystander in the Middle East politics. For 

its leaders, it was not worthy to get involved in the region’s complex problems, and Turkey’s 

Ottoman legacy and pro-western attitude made its Arab neighbours suspicious” (Dinc & 

Yetim, 2012, p. 69). 

However, this vision gradually changed during Özal’s period in the 1980s and especially after the 

AKP came to power in 2002. In other words, the previous image of the Middle East, which was 

spread by the Kemalist elites, was mostly based on regional hostility and potential danger. Instead, 

Turgut Özal and then the AKP government considered the relationship with the Middle East as a 

source of pride due to its material and ideological interests in the region. The expansion policy of 

the AKP government was the product of the strategic in-depth doctrine held by Ahmet Davutoğlu. 

It aimed to enhance the policy of zero problems with neighbours and Turkey’s soft power. This was 

through practising multidimensional relations in different fields and regions. According to Nader 

Habibi and Joshua W. Walker: 

 “The doctrine of strategic depth provides a coherent framework in which the development 

of stronger ties with its Arab neighbours served Turkey’s broader international objectives. 

This new foreign policy vision has been in the making since the days of former Turkish prime 

minister and president Turgut Özal in the late 1980s and early 1990s” (Habibi & Walker, 

2011). 

This proves that the AKP government’s policy towards the Middle East was not new. It constituted 

rather a continuation of Özal’s policies which, as early as the 1980s, aimed to diversify the Turkish 

economic and political relations. As Fahrettin Sümer highlighted, Özal’s changes shifted the Turkish 

economy from being a semi-closed economy to an export-oriented and neoliberal open economy 

(Sümer, 2013, p. 6-7). Despite Özal’s efforts towards the Middle East, the Kemalists’ influence was 

still very strong. They constrained Özal’s internal and external political and economic reforms, 

especially with regards to the Middle East. According to Stephen Larrabee: 
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 “Turkey thus adopted a cold attitude towards the Middle East until Turgut Özal’s Motherland 

Party came to power in 1983 and opened a new era not only in domestic terms but foreign 

policy too. For the first time in modern Turkish history, Özal changed the country’s economic, 

political and social structures by introducing extensive liberal reforms. Economic imperatives 

took on a primary importance in Turkish politics, but Özal also shifted foreign policy towards 

economic concerns, and these soon predominated over strategic and security 

considerations” (Larrabee, 2009). 

Indeed, Turkish foreign policy, especially towards the Middle East, occupied a huge place in political 

and academic circles. Various political actors, journalists and scholars have described the AKP’s 

Middle East policy in many different ways and applied to it multiple definitions and terms. Some of 

them used the term of mediator, basing their theory on the idea that Turkey is a collaborative 

model with a ‘soft power’ framework. Other scholars have described the AKP policy as a move from 

Europeanisation to Islamisation or from Western orientations moving to more Eastern tendencies. 

On the contrary, I would argue that AKP’s growing economic and political engagement with the 

Middle East was mainly to maximising its own interests, legitimise its policy and consolidate its 

power. 

The AKP’s openness policy towards the Middle East followed the realisation that the Turkish 

alliance with the West was not by itself going to help Turkey in the economic crisis, which it  

suffered before 2002. Therefore, the AKP government was in urgent need to explore various 

regional financial cooperations. Additionally, this expansion policy was also a response to various 

changes in the Turkish security environment particularly concerning the Kurdish question. This has 

encouraged the AKP government to somehow reunite with its neighbours. These combined 

reasons prepared a proper ground for the transformation of the Turkish foreign and domestic 

policy. 

The AKP government saw the Middle East as a place of economic and strategic opportunities which 

would help Turkey expand its regional power. This vision has been expanded especially after the 

decline of the Kemalists’ influence in Turkey’s process making decision. The AKP policy towards the 

Middle East had made significant progress up until the beginning of the Arab Spring. Turkey was 
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able to turn its unsettled relations, especially with its neighbours, into a fruitful partnership. 

Additionally, despite the limited effectiveness of the AKP government’s mediating role, the latter 

acted as mediator in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and the Israeli-Syrian conflict. Besides, the AKP 

government expanded many of the liberal reforms as well as political, economic and strategic plans 

at internal and external levels. 

Apart from the AKP’s Middle East policy, it must be noted that Turkey emerged as an influential 

and major actor in politics, as well as an attractive economic market regionally and internationally. 

This was because the AKP government used various tools to strengthen both its foreign and 

domestic policy including public diplomacy and humanitarian diplomacy, and economic diplomacy. 

Such tools contributed in creating a public awareness and interest in Turkey’s foreign affairs and 

later on, there was a substantial rise in Turkey’s credibility as well as a regional and international 

legitimacy for the AKP government. Indeed, the developments of the Turkish foreign policy created 

a heated discussion on the possibility of redefining Turkey as one of rising powers. The discussions 

on foreign policy issues , which started being widely and forcefully discussed and presented in the 

media, as an important dimension, played and still plays a significant role. 

Turkish foreign relations towards Israel and Palestine, or the Turkish-Palestinian-Israeli triangle 

under the AKP rule from 2002 until 2016, epitomises a pragmatist approach. Despite years of 

political clashes, discursive contestation and verbal arguments, there is a certain continuity in 

Turkey enhancing its pragmatist approach towards its relations with the Middle East, the 

Palestinian cause, the West and Israel.  

During the 2002-2007 period, the domestic and foreign policies of the Turkish state were 

characterised by the continuation of stability and the maintenance of economic growth; it had 

multiparty political competition, and attempted to reach a balanced resolution of the Kurdish issue 

in the long term. The is because both Turkey’s material and idealistic interests were in harmony. 

The harmony occurred due to, first and foremost, the internal situation, and then geopolitical 

developments. Within this context, the AKP government sought to have balanced relations with 

both the Middle East and the West. Ziya Öniş considered the AKP’s first governing period as the 

party’s golden age: 
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“This period was characterised by high and inclusive economic growth, with an annual 

average of 7,3 percent during 2002-2007, coupled with significant reforms on the 

democratisation front.  Turkish foreign policy based on the notions of soft power and the zero 

problems with neighbours. In this era, Turkey’s role as a mediator in regional and global 

conflicts was also quite effective. Turkey improved its relations with almost all the countries 

in its immediate neighbourhood. Achievements in the realms of the economy, 

democratisation and foreign policy were mutually re-enforcing processes, all of which were 

strongly influenced by the process of Europeanization, driven by the prospect of formal EU 

membership” (Öniş, 2015, p. 1-4). 

This means that Turkey’s foreign policy behaviour after the AKP came to power, moved from being 

‘unidimensional’ in the geopolitical alignments (Western camp) to pursuing a ‘multi-dimensional’ 

one. 

In the period 2007-2011, the idealistic interests were prioritised over material interests in shaping 

the AKP’s policy due to, firstly, the internal situation, and then external developments. Internally, 

the AKP faced domestic difficulties which threatened its survival including the election of Abdullah 

Gül as president in April 2007, the E-Memorandum in April 2007, the Republican Rallies in May 

2007, the Closure Case in March 2008, the Ergenekon controversy and the 2010 referendum. In 

terms of regional and international developments, the 2008 global financial crisis harmed the 

Turkish economy. Indeed, various Turkey’s economic levels including trade, capital movements, 

external and internal investment, and business sector greatly suffered from this global crisis. 

With a deteriorating domestic situation, the AKP government started to instrumentalise its foreign 

policy (mainly the Turkish-Israeli tension and the Palestinian cause) for domestic purposes, 

especially after the start of the 2008 Gaza war. This event coupled with other events including the 

2009 Davos incident, the 2010 Low Chair incident and the 2010 Mavi Marmara attack, formed a 

major tool to strengthen the AKP government’s policy inside and outside Turkey. This AKP 

instrumentalisation aimed to legitimise its domestic position including building a stable and strong 

base in order to counter opposition parties, the Gülen movement, and the Turkish Armed Forces’ 
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attempts to topple the AKP rule. Externally, it managed to gain in popularity especially in the Arab 

and Islamic world.  

Despite the political clash between Turkey and Israel and the resonance that this clash had in the 

media, despite the AKP’s prioritisation of the ideological interests, as well as despite the fact that 

Turkey shifted its role from being a mediator to be a major actor (Palestinian cause’s guardian) in 

the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, the economic cooperation mechanisms with Israel remained in 

place, and various Turkish-Israeli secret meetings occurred in order to normalise the political 

relations between the two countries. 

During the period 2011-2015, multiple factors encouraged the AKP government to overstress its 

ideological interests over the material ones in the Arab region, a region suffering from multiple 

economic and political crises. First, the decline in the effectiveness and credibility of the US’ role 

in the Middle East. Second, the failure of all AKP government’s efforts to join the EU. Third, the 

immergence of political leadership in the Arab region as well as the increased political polarisation 

and hostility between two different poles in the Arab world. The first pole including Egypt, Saudi 

Arabia, Qatar, the Palestinian Authority and Jordan, kept its traditional pro-Western stance and 

close relations with Israel, while in contrast, the second pole including Iran, Syria, the Lebanese 

Hezbollah and Hamas, formed the resistance axis (Mohns & Bank, 2012, p. 26). Fourth, there was 

the rise of some Islamic political movements, which were intellectually compatible with the AKP, 

coming to power in the Arab Spring countries (For much details and explanations see section 6.3). 

As a result of this, a new space opened up for the AKP government with the beginning of the Arab 

Spring. This opportunity did widen the AKP’s political manoeuvring in the Arab world.  

For the AKP government, the ideological interests prominent in that period were supposed to fit 

well within the boundaries of its strategy to become a leader in the Middle East, reaching 

geopolitical independence as well as positioning Turkey geographically at the centre of a potential 

of development of the region. In other words, the AKP government tended to consolidate its 

internal and external power in order to revive ‘Ottomanism’, cloaked in an aura of modernity, which 

can be called ‘neo-ottomanism’. Within this context, the AKP sacrificed its policy of zero problems 

with the neighbouring states in return for furthering ideological interests. Additionally, the AKP 
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government supported one type of party (political Islamist opposition movements) against the 

other (traditional secularist ruling parties) in their attempt to gain power in the Arab Spring 

countries. Such a policy was never in the political agenda in the first ruling period of the AKP 

government, as it had always maintained balanced relations with everyone, even with those who 

intellectually disagreed with them. Despite the fact that much of the AKP’s efforts were 

concentrated on issues to do with the Arab Spring, the AKP government miscalculated the direct 

and indirect consequences of its interventions. 

Of course, we can say that Turkey’s ideological interests had been prioritised at the expense of 

material ones during the Arab Spring period. But It must be noted that during this period, the 

overstress on ideological interests harmed Turkey’s material interests as well, internally and 

externally, especially after the initially peaceful Arab revolutions turned into sectarian and civil 

wars. 

As a result, Turkey paid a high cost both on the domestic and geopolitics level. Internally, the 

fighting with the PKK was renewed. Turkey was hit by a wave of terrorist attacks. A new enemy 

emerged, the Islamic State, which threatened the stability of Turkey and its borders. Turkey 

suffered from the Syrian’s refugee crisis. There was also a high domestic polarisation in Turkey, 

related to the increase of the Turkish public’s anger on the decline of Turkey’s regional and 

international status as well as growing economic vulnerability. Externally, there was an increase in 

the problematic relationship with both the US and the EU. A new political tension emerged in the 

Turkish-Russian relations. These combined factors led to the isolation of Turkey and produced a 

significant crisis in both the Turkish domestic and foreign policy from 2011 till the middle of 2016. 

To counter these crises, the AKP government attempted to redirect its policy and its interests by 

finding a greater harmony between both its material and ideological interests , as well as 

reactivating its zero problems policy. The changes in the policy of the AKP government was coupled 

with the departure of the former Prime Minister Davutoğlu from power. 

In the middle of 2016, the AKP’s foreign policy in the post-Arab Spring era moved from being ‘highly 

proactive’ to a ‘policy of selective engagement’, a policy centred around rational calculations, ad 
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hoc alliances, and giving much more attention to stabilising the internal situation. In other words, 

we can say the AKP government experienced a period of organised chaos.  

In terms of AKP’s political priorities, the relationship with Israel was an urgent necessity, whereas 

supporting the Palestinian cause and the political Islamic movements were not. After 

circumstances had changed, Turkey and Israel signed in June 2016 a normalisation agreement. 

Despite all the various criticisms on this normalisation, the reactions of many domestic and 

regional actors were watered down after the attempted 15th July 2016 coup. In fact, this coup 

served the AKP to help overturn people’s opinion about the party in its favour. It catalysed a certain 

Turkish nationalist sentiment in that the whole country could stand united against oppositional 

forces that wanted to topple it, not just AKP itself, but Turkish democracy as a whole. 

Despite the significance of this deal, it was largely symbolic. This deal can be understood within 

the AKP's attempt to reduce the over influence of its ideological interests in shaping its foreign 

policy and to find harmony with its material ones. Again, just like the AKP’s opening up its policy 

towards the Middle East without harming the Turkish-Israeli relations, this move towards Israel did 

not translate either into a departure of Turkey’s affairs from the Arab world. It was merely a 

pragmatic shift meant to harmonise the AKP interests and priorities. 

Very simply put, the purpose of this dissertation was to prove various important points. Firstly, 

Turkey’s state interests are a result of an interaction between domestic structure and geopolitics 

developments. This is because after the AKP ascent to power, many civilian actors became 

involved effectively in shaping foreign policy decision-making, including non-governing political 

and economic elites and public opinion. However, the concept of hegemony did not much change 

in constructing Turkey’s ideological interests, especially after some serious internal conflict and 

the power struggle between the AKP and the opposition parties. The AKP gradually started to 

follow the concept of hegemony in firstly, constructing Turkey’s ideological interests and secondly 

in determining the influence of ideological interests in shaping the foreign policy of the Turkish 

state. This was clear in the Turkish policy towards the Arab Spring countries.  

Secondly, in my dissertation, I have explained that the idealistic interests were certainly not the 

AKP’s only driver for its policies towards the Middles East, the political tension with Israel, the 
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Palestinian cause or Gaza in particular. It was very much coupled with material interests. Both of 

these formed the pragmatic approach of the AKP government. Of course, looking at Turkey’s 

internal situation, as well as regional and international developments, idealistic interests can be in 

harmony with material interests. This is not always the case. At other times, the material interests 

become subject to the influence of powerful ideological interests in shaping the AKP’s foreign 

policy.  

Within this context, it can be argued the AKP’s Islamic roots have influenced Turkish policy. This 

was evident for instance from the AKP’s use of Islamic discourse or slogans during its electoral 

campaigns, but this does not alter the fact that Turkey is still a secular state and that talks about 

‘AKP’s Islamisation’ of Turkish foreign policy are too far-fetched. The AKP elites also express a 

secular doctrine. The secular doctrine invokes the principles of a separation between religion and 

state. Of course, the AKP is an Islamic political party sharing ideological beliefs with Islam. But that 

does not mean that it necessarily wants to organise the Turkish state based on ‘Sharia law’. 

Therefore, the AKP’s use of Islamic discourse was mainly aimed to satisfy its electoral base and 

certainly reflects part of the party's identity. This is something not to be afraid of (Larrabee, 2010, 

p. 157-180). 

Thirdly, in a very complicated political equation, the AKP’s domestic achievements, after coming 

to power in 2002, have been translated into potential political proactivism in the region. In return, 

Turkey’s new position of regional power level was used to strengthen the AKP’s domestic position. 

In other words, we can speak of an interactive as well as a symbiotic relationship between the 

AKP’s domestic and foreign policies. This interaction proves that the more Turkish foreign policy 

was linked to economic affairs, the more Turkey became attractive and influential in the region.  

Fourthly, Turkey is pragmatic in its foreign policy, in that it becomes an instrument in cases of both 

internal and external instability. In the case of the former, foreign policy will be used to gather 

support among the AKP’s electoral base and more broadly among opposing domestic actors in 

order to strengthen its potentially weakened position. In the latter case, when external instability 

occurs, but internal stability prevails, the AKP will use this stability and broad domestic support to 

pursue an agenda of international opportunism. In the case of having instability in both internal 
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and external situation, the AKP will use a ‘complex interaction’ model to try to stabilise both 

situations. Thus, the AKP instrumentalisation of its foreign policy is considered to be a potentially 

weighty element used to satisfy the Turkish population, especially the AKP’s followers and its 

electoral base and thus strengthen the party’s domestic foothold/power. Additionally, it promotes 

a multi-dimensional and pro-active relationship with Turkey’s neighbours and geopolitical actors. 

This would then increase the AKP's power and prestige in the region. This proves that there is a 

causal connection between the AKP’s foreign policy behaviour towards Palestine and Israel, and 

the developments in Turkey’s domestic and geopolitical situation. 

Within this triangular relation, this research shows that, throughout history, the AKP’s 

instrumentalisation of its foreign policy towards Israel, and the Palestinian cause, was but an 

instrument for Turkish ruling elites to strengthen their domestic and foreign policy. This means 

that whenever the AKP government is threatened and confronted with internal or external 

troubles, these foreign relations can move from being a ‘goal’ to be used as a ‘means’ to 

consolidate AKP’s power. In the case of stability, these interests can be seen in the context of being 

a ‘goal’, which the AKP is looking forward to achieve. Due to historical, cultural and religious ties, 

Turkish people considered supporting the Palestinian cause a moral obligation. After Hamas won 

the parliamentary elections in 2006, the discourse of both the AKP government and the Turkish 

people moved gradually to focus on the Gaza issue instead of the Palestinian cause in general. 

Most of the Turkish political and financial support including humanitarian aid and infrastructure 

projects often targeted Gaza. But at the same time, the AKP government kept its pragmatic 

relations with the Palestinian Authority. 

Of course, there was also some planned projects and political statements regarding the situation 

in the West Bank. Yet, this was much more limited than the focus on Gaza. The Turkish involvement 

in the West Bank was governed by various factors including the security dilemma and the prestige 

of Israel and the Palestinian Authority. These factors limited the AKP’s role in the West Bank, while 

in Gaza, they have had much more political influence and manoeuvring space. As a matter of fact, 

the AKP government and Hamas shared the same ideology. Besides, the AKP government is 

considered the only remaining hope for Hamas in the region, especially after Hamas stopped being 

politically and financially supported by other regional and international countries. 
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Fifth, it must be noted that as long as Turkey does not have full control over its domestic dominant 

position and does not enjoy harmonious relations with opposition parties, and while there is an 

unstable and insecure regional environment, the AKP’s foreign policy towards Israel and Palestine 

has to be restrained . As an example of these limitations, for instance, despite the AKP’s pro-

Palestine stance, we saw that the latter did not have the ability either to propose any political 

solution outside of the international umbrella, or the ability to put more pressure on the Israeli 

government to stop the settlement and the Gaza siege, nor to support Hamas financially for its 

conflict with Israel. The AKP’s support for the Palestinian cause continued to be in harmony with 

the international political initiatives as well as with its national security. Additionally, despite the 

ups and downs in the Turkish relations with Israel and whatever the extent of Turkey’s 

disappointments and frustrations with Israel, the AKP government kept its pragmatic approach in 

dealing with that country, due to its role and influence in the region. In fact, we have to recognise 

that Israel has an important role in stabilising the internal and external situation in Turkey. 

At the very end of this dissertation, it must be said that one of the biggest difficulties that I and 

other scholars have been facing, is the question of how we can analytically and theoretically 

classify Turkish foreign policy. This, of course, is a highly complex question and involves multiple 

actors, determinants, causes and consequences. In summary, however, it can be argued that the 

fundamental orientation of both Turkish foreign and domestic policies are based on the expansion 

of material and Idealistic interest. During these historically turbulent times for Turkish people, only 

strong democratic values and harmonious political leadership can help steer the ship of the 

Republic through the storm. 

The AKP’s ability to remain in power at home, and its capacity to restore relations with its 

neighbours are linked first and foremost to the party’s efforts to achieve the restoration of 

domestic stability in the fields of both the economy and national security and additionally, the 

AKP’s ability to contain the power struggle with the Gülen movement. Furthermore, due to the 

absence of influential opposition leaders to participate in shaping the outlines of Turkey’s domestic 

and foreign policy, we cannot expect fundamental changes in the AKP policy during the coming 

years, unless dramatic international changes occur. Therefore, the AKP remains a democratic 

option that can help Turkey reach a safe haven after a long series of crucial and interlinked crises. 
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