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One argument is that the so-called ‘zero problems with neighbors’ policy prior to the Arab Spring was mostly negative liberal in its nature, 
rather than purely realist.

Realism versus Liberalism in Turkish Foreign 
Policy: What does the Arab Spring herald?

Türk Dış Politikasında Realizme Karşı Liberalizm: Arap Baharı Neyin 
Habercisi?

Tarık OĞUZLU

Özet
Bu makale Türk dış politikasındaki realism-liberalism ilişkisini incelemekte ve özellikle Arap Baharı olarak 
adlandırılan sürecin bu bağlamda ne tür sonuçlar doğurduğunu tartışmaktadır. Ana sonuç Türk dış po-
litikasının hem realist hem de liberal vurgular taşıdığı ama son yıllarda liberal vurguların daha fazla ön 
plana çıktığıdır. 
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The promotion of values across the Middle Eastern region has be-
come a key concern in Turkish foreign policy during the Arab Spring, 
for Turkey’s internal peace and stability has increasingly become tied 
to external developments to a significant extent.

Abstract

This article examines the realist-liberal nexus in 
Turkish foreign policy particularly in light of the 
developments associated with the so-called Arab 
Spring. The main conclusion is that Turkish for-
eign policy demonstrates both realist and liberal 
logics; yet recent years have increasingly noticed 
that liberal instincts have been on the rise. 

Keywords: Realism, liberalism, Turkish foreign 
policy, Middle East, interests, values

Introduction

The developments taking place in the Middle 
East and North Africa regions over the last three 
years seem to have profoundly affected foreign 
policies of many countries, including Turkey. 
The primary difficulty in this regard is how to 
strike a right balance between interests and val-
ues in terms of defining and implementing for-
eign policy preferences. 

In this context, some analysts put forward the 
argument that Turkey’s failure to cope with the 
realpolitik security challenges of the Arab Spring 
can be attributed to the so-called ‘zero problems 
with neighbors’ policy of the Justice and Devel-
opment Party governments, which is claimed to 
have been primarily built on values. Therefore, 
the argument goes, unless Turkey adopts a more 
realistic foreign policy, particularly in the con-
text of Syria, suggesting that Turkey treat its 
neighbors as they are without engaging in moral 
argumentation in terms of how they are ruled in-
ternally, Turkey would not be able to ward off the 
dangers directed to its security. Put differently, 

Turkey would be well advised to take the existing 
situation on the ground for granted and estab-
lish pragmatic relations with neighbors based on 
materialistic considerations and prioritizing sta-
bility. Developments taking place in other coun-
tries are after all their internal affairs and Turkey 
should remain aloof from putting their transfor-
mation in line with liberal democratic values at 
the center of its regional policies. 

That said, this article will first highlight the 
conceptual differences between realist and lib-
eral foreign policies. Suffice to say here is that 
a typical realist foreign policy mentality does 
not problematize how states are ruled internally, 
whereas liberal foreign policies take issue with 
the internal characteristics of regimes. Of such 
liberal approaches, the negative liberal approach 
is much closer to realism in that states’ internal 
affairs are first and foremost their own business. 
The only way to help foster liberal democratic 
transformations abroad should go through ‘lead-
ing by example’. On the other hand, the positive 
liberal approach presumes that states would take 
some particular actions abroad to make sure that 
their values are also internalized by others. 

Against such a background, this study will try to 
demonstrate the different liberal logics inherent 
in Turkey’s Middle Eastern policies both before 
and after the Arab Spring. One argument is that 
the so-called ‘zero problems with neighbors’ pol-
icy prior to the Arab Spring was mostly negative 
liberal in its nature, rather than purely realist, 
whose goal was to strike an optimum balance be-
tween values and interests so that Turkey could 
achieve its realpolitik security interests in a lib-
eral environment/context at home and abroad. 
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Turkey’s Middle Eastern policy prior to the Arab 
Spring was mainly liberal in orientation, yet it 
was to a significant extent in tune with the realist 
premises. 

Another argument is that Turkey’s approach to 
the Middle East has certainly gained a more posi-
tive liberal character following the Arab Spring 
in that Turkey has begun to pay more attention 
to how its neighbors to the south are governed 
internally. This article tries to examine the posi-
tive liberal turn in Turkey’s Middle Eastern pol-
icy in reference to two different logics of action. 

This is very much related to the question of how 
values show up in foreign policy. They are either 
used to help justify/legitimize previously consti-
tuted material calculations/security interests or 
constitute the interests at the very beginning. In 
the former case, the logic of consequences pre-
vails in that the first question a foreign policy 
maker asks would be what would be the expect-
ed costs and benefits of adopting a particular 
course of action. Behaviors and strategies would 
be decided on the basis of their potential con-
sequences. Whenever decision makers refer to 
particular values and norms, one would be able 
to notice that this exercise is an attempt at legiti-
mizing the otherwise pure material calculations 
through sweeteners. In the second case, one 
would be able to talk about the logic of appropri-
ateness whereby who you are would significantly 
shape what you want and how you behave.

The promotion of values across the Middle East-
ern region has become a key concern in Turkish 
foreign policy during the Arab Spring, for Tur-
key’s internal peace and stability has increasingly 
become tied to external developments to a sig-
nificant extent. How Turkey’s neighbors are gov-
erned internally and how the post-Arab Spring 
regional order in the Middle East and North 
Africa might evolve have now become vital 
concerns in terms of Turkey’s national security. 
Stated somewhat differently, the transformation 
of the regional security environment in the Mid-
dle East in a Turkey-friendly manner, viz., the 
strengthening of liberal-democratic regimes in 
the region alongside Turkey’s own liberal-demo-

cratic transformation, has become a key national 
security interest. This thinking is very much in 
line with the logic of consequences. 

This positive liberal turn can also explained by 
the logic of appropriateness in that Turkey’s for-
eign policy interests have begun to reflect, and to 
be constructed by, the norms and values that lie 
at the center of Turkey’s transformation process 
at home. The centrality of norms and values in 
Turkey’s Middle Eastern policy seems to closely 
relate to the legitimacy concerns of Turkish rul-
ers at home. 

It is not easy to ascertain with certainty whether 
decision makers employ a positive liberal foreign 
policy discourse due to their beliefs in the legiti-
macy of liberal democratic values or their stra-
tegic calculations that referring to them would 
bring further material benefits. This study argues 
that Turkey’s positive liberal approach in the 
context of the Arab Spring reveals the relevance 
of both logics. 

Conceptual Discussion 

In the literature on International Relations and 
Foreign Policy Analysis there are comprehensive 
discussions regarding the motives that shape 
states’ foreign policy behaviors. According to the 
realist approach, the primary goals of states are 
to fulfill material interests defined in terms of 
economics and security. There is no such thing 
as eternal friendship or enmity in inter-state 
relations. What is eternal are material inter-
ests. States consider the external environment 
as it is and they just simply adjust their behav-
iors given the risks and opportunities out there. 
Foreign policy analysis and international rela-
tions are mainly about foreign policy behaviors 
and strategies of states, for interests and iden-
tities are taken for granted. Internal character 
of states are not taken into account because all 
states, irrespective of their internal differences, 
would adopt similar logics of action given ma-
terial power differences and the constraints of 
external environment. Most of the time, states 
define their interests before they begin to inter-
act with each other. The anarchic structure of the 
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international system, geographical positions and 
material power capabilities are the key determi-
nants of states’ foreign policies. 

According to this approach, states do not at-
tempt to transform other states in the system 
in line with their values and internal orders. 
Regardless of how others are governed in their 
internal affairs, states engage in pragmatic rela-
tionships with each other on the basis of power/
capability calculations. Their positions and pow-
er capabilities within the anarchic international 
system determine what states demand/want and 
to what extent they are able to realize them. Fi-
nancial and military capabilities most of the time 
draw the lines of what could be carried out. 

The anarchic structure of the international sys-
tem and the lack of an authority to monitor them 
propel states to be vigilant towards one anoth-
er, and to doubt each other’s intentions. Other 
states are potential rivals and enemies. There-
fore, the best way to provide national security is 
to increase national power capabilities and to be 
as much self-sufficient as possible. 

Accepting other states as they are, not inter-
fering in their internal affairs and establishing 
pragmatic and instrumental relationships based 
on common interests is the lingua franca of the 
realist approach. Regardless of regime-type dif-
ferences and power disparities all states share 
similar interests, such as economic prosperity, 
the preservation of territorial integrity and sov-
ereignty. Whether ruled by democracy or any 
other regime, all states act similarly in interna-
tional arena. States put themselves at the center 
of the world and view external developments 
from their national points of view. The anarchic 
structure of the international system makes it dif-
ficult for states to unite around common values, 
norms, identities and responsibilities. Relations 
with other states are instrumental in essence and 
they are valued to the extent they serve their ma-
terially construed interests. 

This approach holds that states are pessimist 
about the possibility of creating universal norms 
and values and view such attempts through sus-

picion. States which confer themselves the right 
to lead the world for the better and civilize oth-
ers are deemed dangerous. Such efforts in the 
name of universal commonalities would bring 
only chaos and instability. What matters is to 
accept the given external reality and form prag-
matic relations with other states without indulg-
ing in transformative actions abroad. 

The liberal foreign policy approach on the other 
hand sees the way how states define their identity 
and what kind of missions they adopt for them-
selves as decisive in the formation and imple-
mentation of foreign policy preferences. Foreign 
policy instruments that states employ abroad are 
very much influenced by their identity and val-
ues. Identities, ideologies, strategic cultures and 
social characteristics are what make states think 
of themselves. According to this point of view, 
no state can and should pursue foreign policies 
contradicting its values and identities. In short 
how states define themselves determine what 
they want, and what they want determine how 
they act in foreign politics. 

States should strive to make other states look 
like themselves and their main goal should be 
to export their values and ideologies onto oth-
ers. What matters for them is to transform oth-
ers in line with their values. How other states 
are governed in their internal affairs and which 
values they adopt at home are the main crite-
ria to decide whether or not to cooperate with 
them. Material capabilities and systemic con-
straints do not solely determine the way how 
states act. They are certainly taken into account, 
but the way how they are factored in the deci-
sion making process is very much influenced by 
the meanings statesmen attribute to them. Be-
sides, foreign policy is not a domain considered 
to be totally independent from internal politics. 
It is not the realm where some believe ends jus-
tify the means. The instruments used in foreign 
policy should be legitimate and appropriate with 
the values cherished at home. 

In the International Relations literature there 
are two variants of the liberal foreign policy ap-
proach, which echo the discussions on the con-
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cept of liberty. The negative liberal approach val-
ues the transformation of others in line with one’s 
norms and values but prioritizes the ‘leading by 
example’ stance in this regard. This approach, 
similar to the realist one, holds that states should 
not interfere with the internal affairs of each oth-
er and states’ internal characteristics should not 
be seen as yardsticks as to whether to establish 
cooperative relations with them. 

However, unlike the realist approach, the nega-
tive liberal approach assumes that the possibil-
ity of having cooperative relations among states 
would increase should they adopt similar norms 
and values at home. The negative liberal approach 
presumes that states would make it a problem if 
other states do not adhere to liberal democratic 
values internally. However, the way to help other 
states evolve on the path of liberal democracy 
does (should) not foresee an assertive democ-
racy promotion agenda abroad. The way to do 
this should go through setting ideal ‘examples’ 
by various means. The hope is that other states 
would look at the state in question and emulate 
it on their own, without feeling themselves un-
der any pressure to do so. The assumption is that 
forming closer interdependent relations with 
ostensibly non-democratic regimes across many 
fields would gradually lead them to adopt demo-
cratic values internally and externally. 

The particular international actor that appears to 
embody this foreign policy understanding best 
is the European Union. Both the deepening and 
widening dimensions of the EU integration pro-
cess seem to have been premised on the negative 
liberal approach. The main reason why the Euro-
pean Union appears to have ‘power of attraction’ 
in the eyes of external actors is that others be-
lieve that if they restructured themselves on the 
basis of the norms and values valid inside the EU 
they would prosper and benefit from this. The 
material successes of the EU integration process 
and the attractiveness of the European norms 
would suffice for others to redesign themselves 
alongside similar norms and values. The EU does 
not need to push for others’ transformation. It is 
also one of the foreign policy goals of the Euro-
pean Union that other states, whether they are 

major powers or not, would gradually adopt EU’s 
perception of the international system, as the EU 
tries to build strategic partnerships with them. 
Cooperating under common platforms would 
gradually make other states feel familiar with 
EU’s way of doing things. The pace of their learn-
ing process would certainly accelerate if they 
benefited from cooperation with the EU. 

The positive liberal approach on the other hand 
holds that the way how other states are ruled 
internally is of significant value in terms of the 
state in question to feel secure at home. The 
liberal democratic state in question should not 
let external developments run their course. 
It should take some actions abroad to lead the 
change in favor of liberal democracy. Believing 
in the primacy and moral value of liberal de-
mocracy at home should not lead states to turn a 
blind eye to the internal characteristics of other 
states. Liberal democratic values at home hold a 
higher moral status than acquiescing in the way 
how others rule themselves. 

This approach assumes that the preservation of 
liberal democratic credentials at home does very 
much depend on the way how other states are 
ruled internally and around which norms inter-
state relations are structured within the system. 
The preservation of liberal democratic orders at 
home and abroad cannot be achieved through 
sanctifying the principle of self-determination, 
meaning that all states are free to choose which 
particular regime they would have. 

Across the world, the so-called positive liberal 
approach is most frequently observed in the 
foreign policy traditions of the United States 
and France. Looking from an historical perspec-
tive, one notices that these two countries have 
long attributed special missions to themselves. 
It is in the French and American tradition that 
these countries are exceptional, chosen by the 
God and bestowed the duty of civilizing other 
nations. It is a part of their national psyche that 
most French and Americans consider that their 
countries set the ideal example for others to em-
ulate. They believe their values are universal and 
those values need to be projected onto others for 
perpetual peace. 



İnceleme

44       
Ağustos 2013 - Cilt: 5 - Sayı: 56

The United States merits a particular attention 
in this context because the idea of transforming 
other states in the image of universal American 
values has long dominated American foreign 
policy practices. Some adherents of this tradition 
argue that the United States should not even shy 
away from using brute force to fulfill its historical 
and messianic responsibility of projecting liberal 
democracy all over the world. This is not only 
in accordance with American values but also in 
the security interests of the country. One of the 
goals underpinning the US’ democracy promo-
tion agenda in the post 9/11 era is to increase the 
number of countries governed by democratic re-
gimes so that the United States would feel secure 
in an ocean of democracies. Forming cordial and 
long term cooperative relations with non-de-
mocracies would in the long run be tantamount 
to the betrayal of American values and interests 
alike. That the U.S. endeavored to bring democ-
racy to Iraq and other countries in the Middle 
East during the George W. Bush presidency is a 
testament to the idea of exporting democracy as 
a security strategy. 

The discussion held thus far might give the im-
pression that realist and liberal foreign policy 
approaches are inherently different from, and 
incompatible with, one another. Nevertheless, 
what happens in real life is much more complex 
and complicated than abstract simplifications 
made at theoretical level. Mostly we observe 
that realpolitik/interests and moral politics/val-
ues are intermeshed with each other. It is almost 
impossible to act solely on the basis of either 
realist or liberal logics. Exporting values might 
stem from either the strong belief that this is the 
right thing to do or the ability to so. Hoping to 
derive clear security benefits and the capability 
to do so might be as influential as the legitimacy 
concerns in motivating states to adopt liberal 
foreign policy. 

Another point to underline in this regard is that 
states generally tend to resort to value-based lib-
eral approaches when the costs are low and af-
fordable. The relationship that the United States 
of America established with the oil-rich Arab 
States in the Middle East is the best example of 

this kind. Contradicting its own values never-
theless, the U.S. has long considered establish-
ing close strategic relations with authoritarian, 
oppressive and non-democratic regimes in the 
region in its interests. The Arab Spring has un-
doubtedly demonstrated that the costs of lead-
ing a democratic change in the Gulf area is quite 
high and this is why the United States preferred 
to remain reticent when the rulers of the emirates 
and sheikdoms suppressed the democratic de-
mands of their public. At other times, for exam-
ple during the first presidential term of George 
W. Bush, the US defined the costs of democracy 
promotion in the Middle East quite low. Hence, 
the US-led international military campaign to 
unseat Saddam from power in Iraq. 

Similarly, great powers or international organi-
zations prefer to remain silent in some occasions 
where severe human rights violations take place, 
whereas in some others they adopt an interven-
tionist attitude. The recent history offers many 
examples of this ambivalent attitude. Why the 
international community preferred to wait for a 
long time in the face of the humanitarian plight 
in Bosnia during the first half of the early 1990’s, 
while a humanitarian intervention occurred in 
Kosovo at short notice in 1999 arouses question 
marks. Likewise, why the international commu-
nity intervened in Libya and paved the way for 
the end of Qaddafi regime while hesitating to act 
decisively in Syria in the face of severe human 
rights violations is puzzling. 

The policies adopted on the issue of prolifera-
tion of weapons of mass destructions across the 
world also demonstrate that realist and liberal 
motivations cannot be easily separated from one 
another and that states generally act eclectically 
on this subject. While the nuclear weapon capa-
bilities of India and Israel are not perceived as 
posing threats to global security, nuclear policies 
of Iran, North Korea and Pakistan cause grave 
concerns. The fact that India is governed by de-
mocracy and is part of the US’ strategy of bal-
ancing China’s rise appears to have led the US 
to turn a blind eye to India’s nuclear policies. On 
the contrary, the theocratic nature of Iranian re-
gime makes Iran’s nuclear policies appear more 
dangerous. 

The anarchic structure of the international system and the lack of an authority to monitor them propel states to be 
vigilant towards one another and to doubt each other’s intentions.
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Turkish Foreign Policy and the 
Realist-Liberal nexus 

Against this conceptual background, this arti-
cle will now examine how the realist and liberal 
approaches have shaped Turkish foreign policy 
in general terms. The goal is not to offer a de-
tailed account of Turkish foreign policy practices 
since the establishment of the Republic to date; 
yet special emphasize will be paid to the chal-
lenges the so-called Arab Spring seems to have 
unleashed in this regard. 

One of the most important legacies the Turkish 
Republic inherited from the Ottoman Empire 
is the idea that relations with other countries 
should be grounded on the realist logic. This un-
derstanding had been very influential during the 

formative years of the Republic and then persist-
ed into the coming decades. It reached its peak 
during the Cold War era. According to this ap-
proach, getting rid of the security threats stem-
ming from the Soviet Union would be best as-
sured through the establishment of strategic co-
operation with western actors within the NATO 
framework. Turkey’s international importance, 
as well as its strategic choices, would simply em-
anate from its geographic location, geopolitical 
characteristics and military and economic capa-
bilities. 

Over the long decades of the Republic, Turkish 
decision makers took an utmost care not to get 
involved in the internal affairs of other countries, 
particularly neighbors to the south. Interfering 
with their internal affairs and striving to trans-

The anarchic structure of the international system and the lack of an authority to monitor them propel states to be 
vigilant towards one another and to doubt each other’s intentions.
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form them in line with Turkey’s norms did not 
shape Turkey’s policies. Foreign policy initiatives 
were designed with the sole purpose of protect-
ing Turkey’s sovereignty, independence and ter-
ritorial integrity. The principle of ‘peace at home, 
peace in the world’ was for a long time inter-
preted in such a way as to make it possible for 
Turkish decision makers to focus their attention 
on Turkey’s own internal affairs and to act more 
circumspect and defensive in relations with ex-
ternal actors. 

Regardless of how other actors are governed in-
ternally, the belief was that Turkey’s contribu-
tion to regional and global peace would come 
through the formation of close economic, po-
litical and military cooperation with others. 
This realist foreign policy approach was closely 
related to the strongly-held belief that states are 
completely free in their internal affairs and ‘state 
sovereignty’ is the constitutive norm of the in-
ternational system. The lines between domestic 
and foreign realms were assumed to have been 
drawn clearly. 

Having said this does not, however, mean that 
Turkish foreign policy during much of the Cold 
War period had been completely free from val-
ues and ideologies. The founders of the Republic 
turned towards the West after the War of In-
dependence and joining the western/European 
international organizations became one of the 
core principles of Turkish foreign policy. Tur-
key’s accession to NATO in 1952 and its efforts 
to join the European Union since 1959 cannot 
be dissociated from liberal concerns and iden-
tity perceptions. In addition to expected mate-

rial benefits of membership, measured in terms 
of security and economics, one of the primary 
motives in this context has been to help register 
Turkey’s western/European identity in the eyes 
of westerners. Membership in key western in-
ternational organizations was considered to be 
vital for Turkey’s transformation into a liberal-
democratic polity at home. 

Within this framework it was believed that Tur-
key should keep its distance from the develop-
ments in the Middle East as much as possible, 
if it were to register its western//European iden-
tity. Were Turkey involved in the Middle East-
ern affairs deeply, this would endanger Turkey’s 
western/secular/democratic character at home. 
The hope was that strengthening Turkey’s secu-
lar and Western credentials at home would be 
much easier should Turkey side with western/
European actors abroad. In this sense, there ex-
isted a constitutive relationship between foreign 
and domestic policies and this amounts to a typi-
cal example of liberal foreign policy understand-
ing. Unlike realism, liberalism assumes that for-
eign policy decisions are made not only in terms 
of external developments but also internal con-
cerns. Foreign policies are the extension of do-
mestic policies. 

Since the end of the Cold War, Turkish foreign 
policy has continued to demonstrate a close rela-
tionship between realism and liberalism. Some-
times interests and realpolitik calculations came 
to the fore, whereas at other times values and 
moral concerns called the day. An important ob-
servation is that when the feelings of security and 
stability were strong at home, it was much easier 

Since the end of the Cold War, Turkish foreign policy has continued 
to demonstrate a close relationship between realism and liberalism. 
Sometimes interests and realpolitik calculations came to the fore, 
whereas at other times values and moral concerns called the day.
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for Turkish decision makers to adopt a value-
based liberal foreign policy approach abroad. On 
the other hand, during the periods of internal in-
stability and chaos, Turkey found itself to pursue 
a more reactive and circumspect foreign policy. 
At such times, security concerns escalated and 
internal problems occupied the national agenda. 
Let alone finding an appropriate environment to 
project Turkey’s values abroad, the task at hand 
was to put things in order at home. 

The 1990s testifies to such a period in Turkish 
foreign policy. The compounding internal secu-
rity challenges combined with the dire economic 
conditions appeared to have resulted in a reac-
tive, status-quo oriented and introvert foreign 
policy understanding. Turkey’s foreign and se-
curity policy interests during this period were 
confined to the protection of territorial borders 
and strengthening internal stability. 

However, with the dissolution of the Soviet Un-
ion, liberalism has also begun to permeate into 
Turkish foreign policy thinking. This was partic-
ularly the case during the first half of the 1990s, 
as Turkey’s maneuvering capability abroad sig-
nificantly increased absent the existential Soviet 
threat to the north. In this context, the idea that 
Turkey should set a role model for the newly in-
dependent republics in Central Asia and Cauca-
sia attracted global attention. Turkey’s experi-
ences were believed to offer examples to these 
countries in terms of their transformation into 
liberal democracies. Whenever Turkey’s global 
significance and relevance stemmed from its 
identity, such times corresponded to the grow-
ing salience of values and moral concerns in 
Turkish foreign policy. 

Since the mid 1990s till 2003, Turkey had to rath-
er deal with its own problems at home. During 
this period, PKK terrorism escalated, weak coa-
lition governments ruled the country and many 
economic crises took place. Turkey had to focus 
its attention on its own internal affairs and a more 
reactive foreign policy approach was adopted. 
The main objective of foreign policy initiatives 
in this period was to help mitigate the negative 
consequences of external developments, such as 

the Sep. 11 attacks and the U.S. invasion of Iraq, 
on Turkey’s internal stability as well as the on-
going Europeanization process. During the first 
half of the 2000s, Turkey had been very much 
preoccupied with realpolitik external security 
challenges, of which the most important was the 
end of the Saddam regime in Iraq and the grow-
ing Kurdish nationhood in northern Iraq. 

The image of Turkey as a country, which consists 
of overwhelmingly Muslim people but a secular-
democratic polity that successfully combines Is-
lam with western values, has once again begun 
to hold a significant position in Turkish foreign 
policy from the mid 2000s onwards. The growing 
emphasis on values and norms in foreign policy 
has coincided with Turkey’s astonishing success 
to become an economically powerful and po-
litically stable country at home. The particular 
international conjuncture, in which Turkey has 
been valued by the West as the anti-dote of radi-
cal and Iranian versions of Islam, and the grow-
ing self-confidence at home seems to have paved 
the way for the ascendance of values in Turkish 
foreign policy. 

Turkey’s unique identity and the potential of 
becoming a role model for the countries in the 
Middle East has become more pronounced as 
the region has been shaken up to its roots by the 
so-called Arab Spring. It has been increasingly 
pointed out that Turkey could become a source 
of inspiration, if not a direct role model, for the 
emerging regimes in the Middle East in their ef-
forts to get free of the remnants of the old re-
gimes and participate in the global political and 
economic system as legitimate players. 

At this point it should be underlined that the 
idea of Turkey as a role model has been mainly 
brought to the fore by western actors in an in-
strumental manner. They have increasingly be-
gun to value Turkey in the context of helping 
achieve their security interests in the post-Arab 
Spring Middle East. That Turkey is now consid-
ered significant by western and regional actors 
due to its identity does not mean that the em-
phasis on values and identity in Turkish foreign 
policy are equally shared by various circles a 
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home. That there is not a nation-wide consensus 
on this issue seriously constrains AKP govern-
ment’s attempts at grounding Turkish foreign 
policy on the basis of values and norms. 

On the other hand, the developments over the 
last two years show that Turkish rulers have 
adopted the idea that Turkey should play an ac-
tive role in helping transform the region in line 
with liberal democratic values. It would not be 
an exaggeration to argue that Turkey has adopt-
ed a more critical and demanding stance as to 
how the countries in the region should be gov-
erned internally. It is noteworthy that Turkey 
now takes sides in Syria by supporting the op-
position forces against the oppressive Assad re-
gime. For the first time in Turkey’s Republican 
history, Turkey wholeheartedly supports regime 
change in one of its neighbors. It is now increas-
ingly noticed that the ongoing liberal democratic 

transition at home is shaping the formation and 
implementation of Turkey’s national preferenc-
es. From now on, it will be difficult for decision 
makers to ignore or underestimate the primacy 
of values in Turkey’s efforts to forge cooperative 
relations with external actors. Establishing total-
ly pragmatic relations with regimes that do not 
share Turkey’s values will be difficult to justify in 
the eyes of public opinion. 

In the pre-Arab Spring era, the AKP governments 
fallowed a more liberal than realist foreign policy 
in the Middle East whereby Turkey increased its 
efforts to help contribute to the strengthening 
of an EU-like security community in the region. 
Turkey tried to do this by simply ‘leading by ex-
ample’. Turkey did not bother to forge strategic 
and cooperative relations with the countries in 
the Middle East which do not share its values. 
The internal characteristics of those regimes did 

In such a way to ‘punish’ Turkey, the Assad regime engineered a fait accompli in the north of Syria by letting the 
PKK-affiliated PYD forces take the reign in the areas bordering Turkey’s Kurdish populated regions.
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not become obstacles before forming cordial re-
lations with them. Instead, the assumption was 
that the more interdependent and cordial rela-
tions Turkey forged with them, the more lever-
age Turkey would have in terms of persuading 
those countries to follow Turkey’s way. 

During this era, Turkey took an utmost care to 
adopt an equidistant and impartial attitude in 
terms of the solution of perennial regional dis-
putes. Rather than dictating or preaching for a 
particular world view, Turkey hoped to lead the 
regional transformation by setting examples 
and forging interdependent relations in as many 
fields as possible. Aware of the fact that inter-
national relations do also involve transnational 
interactions and that cooperation is possible un-
der anarchy, Turkey’s goal during this time pe-
riod was to help lessen the obstacles before the 
formation of interdependent and cooperative in-
terstate relations, increase the level of trust and 
shore up the feeling of regional ownership in the 
Middle East. This was a negative liberal foreign 
policy approach in essence. 

An interesting observation to offer in his regard 
might be that by the time the flames of the Arab 
Spring began to spread across the region, Tur-
key’s neighborhood policy in the Middle East 
had been very similar to China’s ‘peaceful rise/
development’ strategy, according to which the 
prime Turkish concern had been to help create 
a stable and peaceful regional environment in 
the Middle East so that Turkey could complete 
its internal economic development and liberal-
democratization process at home successfully. 

Turkish rulers had been very much concerned 
with internal developments and adopted a par-
ticular foreign policy vision putting Turkey’s in-
ternal concerns at the center of external engage-
ments. Foreign policy engagements had been 
mainly directed to the goal of achieving a de-se-
curitized political environment at home so that 
elected politicians would strengthen their legiti-
macy vis-à-vis appointed bureaucrats and Turk-
ish rulers would be able to focus their attention 
on the internal transformation process. Stated 
somewhat differently, for the completion of the 

de-securitization process at home successfully, 
Turkey’s foreign and security policies needed to 
be de-securitized. This would only be possible 
through the adoption of soft power foreign poli-
cy instruments and the eventual transformation 
of Turkey’s neighbors from potential enemies to 
potential friends and partners. 

Turkey’s internal deficiencies and lack of mate-
rial capabilities on the one hand and the rela-
tively strong positions of the regimes to Turkey’s 
south on the other appear to have led Turkey to 
adopt a more soft-power oriented realist foreign 
policy approach during this period. Engaging the 
existing regimes through soft-power tools with-
out questioning their internal legitimacy would 
help the Turkish rulers achieve de-securitization 
simultaneously at home and abroad. During this 
time period, Turkey’s Middle Eastern policy had 
been based on the idea of leading by example, 
rather than taking active steps in the name of de-
mocracy promotion and formation of a new re-
gional order in the region. During this time, Tur-
key was very much concerned with mitigating 
the negative impact of external developments on 
its internal peace and stability by forging coop-
erative relations with the existing regimes in the 
region. Turkey did not (have to) choose between 
rulers and people of the neighboring countries. 

At first sight, this approach seems to be in line 
with the premises of the realist foreign policy 
understanding as defined in the academic disci-
pline of International Relations. However, look-
ing closely, it becomes clear that such a Turkish 
foreign policy approach was much closer to lib-
eralism than realism, for Turkey had been con-
cerned with the internal characteristics of the 
regimes in the region and hoped that their trans-
formation in line with democratic norms would 
become easier if Turkey adopted the ‘leading by 
example’ stance and put an ‘unseen’ and ‘intan-
gible’ pressure on the existing regimes in this 
direction by engaging them through multiple 
channels. 

Turkey’s foreign policy approach in the Mid-
dle East in the aftermath of the Arab Spring has 
turned out to become more positive than nega-
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tive liberal in nature. The difference between the 
‘zero problems with neighbors’ policy of the pre-
Arab Spring era and Turkey’s new foreign policy 
approach in the wake of the Arab Spring is that 
the former was a consequence of Turkey’s focus 
on its economic enrichment, democratic con-
solidation and territorial integrity. The former 
was more status-quo oriented and evolutionary, 
whereas the second portends to be more revolu-
tionary and visionary. The former aimed at the 
emergence of regional stability so that Turkey’s 
internal democratization and modernization 
processes go unabated. The question of how the 
countries in the region are governed internally 
did not impede Turkey’s efforts to forge prag-
matic and utilitarian relations with them. For ex-
ample, the anti-democratic and oppressive char-
acter of the Assad regime did not prevent Turkey 
from improving its relations with Syria. A similar 
situation could also be observed in Turkey’s rela-
tions with Libya and Iran. On the other hand, the 
new situation that has taken place in the wake of 
the Arab Spring reveals that how these countries 
are governed internally affects Turkey’s internal 
security deeply and that it has become harder 
for Turkey to establish pragmatic relations with 
them by ignoring regime differences. 

That said, in close scrutiny, it becomes clear that 
this positive liberal approach contains both re-
alpolitik and moralpolitik motivations. Even 
though the idea that Turkey should play a partic-
ular foreign policy role in helping bring into ex-
istence regimes, which prioritize human rights, 
feel accountable to the public and come to power 
through elections, is value-based, this thinking 
also embodies a realpolitik security logic in itself. 

There are three dimensions of this interests-
based/realpolitik thinking. First, the Arab Spring 
has made it abundantly clear that Turkey’s feeling 
secure at home has become very much depend-
ent on the nature of the regional security envi-
ronment in the Middle East. This particularly 
relates to Turkey’s struggle against the PKK-led 
ethnic separatism. After the Arab Spring spilled 
over to Syria, Turkey-Syria relations deteriorated 
as Turkey sided with the opposition forces. In 
such a way to ‘punish’ Turkey, the Assad regime 

engineered a fait accompli in the north of Syria 
by letting the PKK-affiliated PYD forces take the 
reign in the areas bordering Turkey’s Kurdish 
populated regions. The PKK attacks have dra-
matically escalated after Ankara and Damascus 
fell out with each other. This suggests that the 
faster Turkey’s neighbors to the south transform 
into functioning plural democracies, the more 
likely the Kurds living there would feel secure, 
and this will in turn lessen the pressure on Tur-
key in its fight against the PKK. Turkey’s feeling 
secure at home would be positively affected by 
the transformation of the regimes to its south in 
line with liberal democratic values.

Second, the Arab Spring has also revealed that 
the foundations of the old security environ-
ment in the Middle East are now in the process 
of change. With the rise of new actors, it is in-
creasingly becoming difficult for the old regimes 
to sustain their legitimacy. While a new order is 
emerging in the region, Turkish leaders assume 
that Turkey should play a leading role in this 
process. Stated somewhat differently, the Arab 
Spring has encouraged Turkish leaders in their 
resolve to midwife a new order in the Middle 
East which will be in tune with Turkey’s values 
and priorities. It seems that Turkey, among other 
regional and global actors, seems to be well-po-
sitioned to play such a role. The European Union 
is in the midst of financial and institutional cri-
ses; the United States has been pivoting to Asia 
and trying to lessen its engagements in the re-
gion; China and Russia have been demonstrating 
strong disposition to the Westphalian norms of 
sovereignty and interstate relations and there-
fore becoming unable to grasp the messages of 
the people protests in the region; the emerging 
regime in Egypt has been trying to consolidate 
its internal and external legitimacy and Iran has 
been trying to make sure that the so-called Arab 
Spring not reach its territory while simultane-
ously aiming at mitigating the negative conse-
quences of the nuclear confrontation with the 
West. 

Third, the increasing material capabilities of 
Turkey in recent years seem to have encouraged 
Turkish leaders to play a more assertive role in 
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the Middle East. The value-based feeling that 
Turkey has responsibility in the emergence of 
regional peace and security reflecting the pri-
macy of liberal democratic values cannot be dis-
sociated from Turkey’s increasing material capa-
bilities. Regional countries are now engulfed in 
chaos and external powers; and external pow-
ers, such as the European Union and the United 
States, have been mired in significant economic 
difficulties. This might have also emboldened 
Turkish rulers to feel that it is now Turkey’s turn 
in the Middle East. 

Conclusion 

Looking from an historical angle, it is obvious 
that Turkish foreign policy to date has demon-
strated both realist and liberal logics. At some 
periods realism came to dominate the foreign 
policy agenda whereas at other times liberalism 
was more influential. The ascendance of liberal-
ism in Turkish foreign policy has become more 
conspicuous since the beginning of the people 
uprisings across the Middle East. That Turkish 
leaders intermittently underlined that Turkey 
was on the side of the people in their struggle 
against the oppressive rulers is the clearest man-
ifestation of this liberal logic. 

This study has demonstrated that the liberal as-
sertiveness in Turkey’s approach towards the 
Arab Spring has been informed by both real-
ist-security oriented considerations and liber-
al-moral motivations. Turkey’s efforts to help 
shape the emerging regional environment in the 
Middle East reflect both a liberal motivation to 
lead the process of democratization and a real-
ist concern to help mitigate the negative conse-
quences of regional developments on Turkey’s 
internal security and stability. Turkey’s ongoing 
liberal democratic transformation at home both 
constitutes and necessitates the adoption of liber-

al foreign policies in the region. Turkey’s support 
to liberal democratic movements in the Middle 
East as well as its willingness to play an order-
creator role in the region is both value-based and 
interest-based. 

An interesting observation is that while Turkey’s 
approach towards its near abroad is now reflect-
ing a more liberal than realist stance, the logic 
that shapes Turkey’s relations with key global 
actors, such the USA, EU, Russia and China, 
is more realist than liberal. For example, that 
Turkey supports the liberal democratic transfor-
mation of the Middle East does in no way impede 
Turkey’s efforts to help improve its relations with 
important global and regional powers that have 
by no means liberal-democratic credentials. 
While Turkey strives to develop its relationship 
with Iran, China and Russia, it does not question 
how these countries are governed internally. 

A particular factor that might weaken the posi-
tive liberal and strengthen the realist logic in 
Turkish foreign policy mentality in the years to 
come is the declining appeal of the EU member-
ship process. As of today, it does not matter for a 
growing number of Turks whether or not Turkey 
joins the EU in near future. So long as Turkey’s 
material power capabilities have been on the rise 
while those of the European Union in relative de-
cline, Turkey will likely adopt a more realist and 
liberal foreign policy mentality. This is important 
because Turkey’s decades-long democratization 
process suggests that there is a close relationship 
between the continuation of EU membership 
process on the one hand and Turkey’s liberaliza-
tion on the other. The membership process has 
undoubtedly offered the most important exter-
nal dynamic to Turkey’s democratic transforma-
tion. Absent this, the positive liberal character 
of Turkey’s foreign policy, particularly in the 
Middle East, might not last long. 
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