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ABSTRACT Membership in international organizations (IOs) is regarded as a
significant indicator of a states foreign policy activism. The more organi-
zations a state is a member of, the more active its foreign policy. However,
this article contends that mere membership in IOs does not necessarily re-
flect genuine foreign policy activism. Instead, we introduce and define the
concept of the initiator state, which more accurately captures foreign policy
activism than the terms member state or founder state. The article then pro-
vides a historical mapping of Tiirkiyes participation in 10s and identifies
three distinct leadership periods that illustrate Tiirkiyes evolving role as an
initiator state in its international engagements. These periods, namely the
Atatiirk, Ozal, and Erdogan eras, stand out as years in which Tiirkiye played
an initiator role and pursued a more active foreign policy in the establish-
ment and management of 10s.
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Introduction

nternational organizations (IOs) are entities formed by sovereign states or

non-state actors with the purpose of achieving general or specific objectives

on a global or regional scale.' They go beyond cooperation on security, eco-
nomic, and societal issues, establishing structural mechanisms that allow for
formal or informal collaboration among their members. In this sense, they can
be defined as the art of creating and managing universal and regional institu-
tions composed of sovereign states or non-state units to facilitate cooperation
in order to achieve or maintain common goals and objectives.

The underlying rationales for the establishment of international organizations
vary. One primary reason for the formation of international organizations is
the security needs of states, particularly of weaker and smaller nations that
seek to counter external threats by uniting under a common security umbrella.
For example, after World War II, the threats posed by the Soviet Union to
Tiirkiye’s territorial integrity led the country to align more closely with the
Western Bloc, joining the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and
other Western institutions. Another reason for the establishment of interna-
tional organizations is the pursuit of economic development and prosperity.
States aim to improve the living standards of their citizens and enhance their
security by utilizing economic tools, often requiring cooperation with other
countries. States also turn to international organizations to address problems
that they cannot solve unilaterally or when the cost of the solution outweighs
the unilateral capabilities in certain issues’ such as migration, environmental
problems, drugs, and human trafficking, where regional or global cooperation
is essential.

In addition, international competition and cooperation in certain sectors drive
countries to form international organizations. For instance, NATO and the
Warsaw Pact were formed during the Cold War as responses to military com-
petition and political tension between two global blocs. When the competition
dissipated, as in the case of the Warsaw Pact, the organization ceased to exist.
Similarly, the European Union was established to eliminate economic com-
petition and increase economic efficiency on the European continent. States
may also create international organizations based on shared values, such as
cultural, linguistic, ethnic, or religious similarities. The Council of Europe, for
example, was founded to preserve and promote the political and cultural val-
ues of Europe. Likewise, the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) was
created to coordinate political actions on issues affecting Muslim countries.

Lastly, some international organizations are created to establish international
regimes or standards in specific areas. For example, the General Agreement on
Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and later the World Trade Organization (WTO) were
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established to regulate international ~ States turn to international

trade.* Similarly, the International izati t dd
Maritime Organization (IMO) and organizationsto a ress

the International Civil Aviation Or-  problems that they cannot
ganization (ICAO) were created to solve unilaterally or when the

regulate maritime and civil aviation

activities, respectively. cost of the solution outweighs
the unilateral capabilities

International organizations have a in certain i h

significant impact on international ! .ce a.l |ssue.s such as

politics in various ways. One of their ~ IMigration, environ mental

primary effects is the development problems drugs and human
of cooperation habits among states. ! !

Through regular interactions and trafﬁCklngl where reglonal or

exchanges, states engage in social-  global cooperation is essential
ization processes and implement

confidence-building measures.® They also play a key role in agenda-setting
by bringing specific issues to the attention of the international community,’
helping to shape the global discourse. Another critical function is surveillance
and information gathering.® International organizations monitor activities and
collect data, enabling states to avoid recurring costs for similar activities.” For
instance, the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) monitors whether
states are involved in nuclear weapons production and shares relevant infor-
mation with them. Furthermore, international organizations engage in oper-
ational activities aimed at resolving international issues. They play essential
roles in addressing public health crises,' assisting in decolonization," ensur-
ing democratic elections,' and addressing economic disparities.”> They also
contribute to diplomatic processes by facilitating negotiations, building coali-
tions, and creating conducive environments for cooperation.'* Through their
support, states can collaborate more effectively, both through intergovern-
mental and transnational networks. In this sense, international organizations
can be conducive to establishing, maintaining, and developing international
regimes."

Notwithstanding these supra-state functions of the international organizations,
those entities occupy an inexorable role in states’ foreign policy formations. In-
deed, an intricate relationship exists between the foreign policymaking of the
states and the international organizations. On the one hand, it is not uncommon
to observe that states often use international organizations as foreign policy tools
to further their interests. Powerful states, in particular, seek to influence or direct
the activities of these organizations to align with their agendas, as seen with the
United States” use of the UN to advance its foreign policy.'® On the other hand,
international organizations can also limit the scope of actions of nation-states
by imposing constraints on certain behaviors, thereby influencing state priori-
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For many states, motivations ties and actions.” This explicit interac-

such as alianina with the tion between states and international
u 9 9 organizations provides opportunities

organization’s founders, to understand one nation’s foreign pol-

enhanci ng international icy objectives by examining its adopted
roles, undertaken actions, and exerted

preStigel or securing material  jyfuence within the realm of interna-
benefits, if available, may tional organizations. Nonetheless, this

outweiah considerations relationship was overlooked in the re-
g search agenda focusing on the foreign

related to the agenda-setting policy analyses of the states.

The proliferation of international organizations from the 20" century to the
present, coupled with their increasing role as both tools and platforms for
states, who remain the principal actors in international politics, within for-
eign policy processes, as well as their growing influence as independent ac-
tors shaping global affairs, represents an undeniable shift in the landscape of
international relations. Initially limited in number and scope, the expansion
and impact of these organizations surged in the aftermath of the two devas-
tating world wars of the first half of the 20" century, as the necessity for en-
hanced international cooperation and coordination became increasingly evi-
dent.'® Today, these organizations are indispensable actors in the formulation
and evaluation of foreign policy for nations across the globe. Over time, the
specialization, composition, and geographical distribution of these organiza-
tions have evolved significantly. Particularly since 1945, there has been a rapid
increase in European and Western-centric organizations, and other countries,
eager to gain access to these centers, have actively sought to secure positions
within them. However, it appears that the influence and popularity of such
Western-centric organizations have diminished to some extent."” In contrast,
we are now witnessing the emergence of highly influential international orga-
nizations composed of diverse actors from various global regions, including
those outside the Western sphere.?

This study contends that analyzing Tiirkiye’s increasing engagement with in-
ternational organizations may be conducive for enhancing prevailing concep-
tual tools to understand states’ foreign policy activism through their relations
with the international organizations. In the following sections, the article first
discusses the conceptual usefulness of employing the concept of “initiator
state” to make a better sense of states” foreign policy activism observed in in-
ternational organizations. Then, the study maps Tiirkiye’s engagements with
international organizations by underpinning the significant historical turning
points and the Turkish foreign policy orientation. Finally, the research show-
cases the utility of harnessing this conceptual framework to examine Tiirkiye’s
relationship with international organizations in order to conceive Tiirkiye’s
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foreign policy activism under the leadership of three political leaders, which
are Atatiirk, Ozal, and Erdogan respectively.

The Concept of Initiator States and Foreign Policy Activism in 10s

Joining international organizations has long been a significant means for states
to enhance their status in international politics.> One of the most crucial
aspects of the recognition process, an essential factor in the formation of a
political entity as a state, is its acceptance as a member of international orga-
nizations. Membership in international organizations, as well as playing a pio-
neering role in their establishment and hosting their headquarters, are import-
ant criteria for understanding a state’s foreign policy orientation, activism, and
its position within the international system. Additionally, factors such as the
sectoral and geographical focus of the organizations to which a state belongs,
along with the composition of their member states, offer valuable insights into
the state’s foreign policy direction.

In this article, the concept of “initiator state” is introduced as a more effective
tool for understanding the foreign policy activism of international organiza-
tions, as opposed to the terms “founder state” or “member state” By “initiator
state,” we refer to the state that proposes the initial idea of establishing a certain
international organization, leads the formation processes, outlines the broad
objectives and scope of the organization, and lastly fosters the cooperation of
members within this organization around pre-specified agendas. An initiator
state differs from a member state or founder state in several respects handled
in this chapter.

Levels of State Activism in International Organizations

The link between international organizations and foreign policy activism is
largely based on the number of international organizations of which a state is a
member.” A state’s participation on international platforms indicates both its
acceptance by other countries on these platforms and its interest in various in-
ternational issues. However, we contend that the mere count of memberships
in organizations is an insufficient and oversimplified measure of states’ foreign
policy activism. This is because international organizations often reflect the
agendas and preferences of the states that played the central role in the creation
of the organization. These organizations serve as mechanisms through which
states share, publicize, and legitimize these agendas with other countries.?
Therefore, not all members of these organizations have the opportunity and
capability to reflect all their policy preferences. Moreover, although the found-
ing objectives of the organizations are to pursue an agenda, not all members of
these organizations have the same agenda. For many states, motivations such
as aligning with the organizations founders, enhancing international prestige,

2025 WINTER 91



JX0U(AR]  MUHITTIN ATAMAN, METIN YUCEKAYA, and OMER NAIM KUCUK

or securing material benefits, if available, may outweigh considerations related
to the agenda-setting.

Our primary presumption in this study is that any engagement with an inter-
national organization indicates the states’ foreign policy activism. However,
not all engagements reveal the same level of engagement, and a state’s activism
varies according to the type of engagement it has with the IO. Therefore, as
illustrated in Figure 1, we classify the level of state activism through IOs into
four different clusters: official affiliation, full membership, founding member-
ship, and the initiator state. What differentiates the activism in each cluster is
the role that a state plays in the designation and transformation (if any) pro-
cesses of the international organization.

Figure 1: Levels of State Activism in International Organizations

Official affiliation encompasses all different kinds of affiliations with an in-
ternational organization without full membership. States, intergovernmental
organizations (IGOs), and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) can be
affiliates with an IO. These non-full member associates cannot participate in
the decision-making process and mostly have no voting rights. The statute or
labelling of such associations varies according to the IO’s organizational and
legal structure, including observer, dialog partner, sectoral dialog partner, etc.
An international organization can also have more than one category and sta-
tus for affiliates, indicating the level of partnership. The UN system provides
a clear example of such differentiation between the members and non-mem-
bers and also among the non-members. The UN has several observer statuses.
Non-state observers are named as the non-member observer entities, while
the non-member states are “non-member observer states” Switzerland had
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been an observer state at the UN since  An important category of

1946 until its full membership in 2002. ticipati hich indicat
The status of Palestine, on the other participation which inaicates

hand, altered to observer state from the the highest level of activism

non-member ol?'seryer F:ntity in 2012. i still absent. Among all the
Furthermore, Tiirkiye is an observer

state while it is one of the dialogue part- equal full-member states
ners in the Shanghai Cooperation Orga-  and even the founder states,

nization and a “sectoral dialog partner” me are distinauished from
in ASEAN. There is also the possibility some are distinguishe o

of partial membership below the full Others in several respects.

membership that can be counted under  Those “more equ al” states
this category. Tiirkiye, for example, is

a member of the customs union in the QF€ usua"y the ones who
EU, while it is not a full member of it. initially enable and lead the

Whatever the status states have'ur'lder formation or transformation
this category of engagement, affiliations

without the full memberships imply the of the organization
limited foreign policy activism since
they have limited or no authority over policies and the actions of 10s.

The second type of participation in international organizations is full mem-
bership, which can be attained both in the formative period of the organiza-
tion or after the formation through admission processes.”* Full members are
the members who “have the full rights in the activities of the organizations”*
There may also be different hierarchies between the full members. Some mem-
bers have various privileges over other members. A dictionary example of such
a privilege is the veto power of the permanent members of the UN Security
Council. Only the five permanent members of the UNSC have the veto power.
Participating in the activities, especially in decision-making processes and
policy implementation, signifies a higher level of activism and authoritative
power than the affiliates.

Even though, with rare exception, of course, status of the full members within
an international organization in terms of the responsibilities and entitlements
has no disparities from the legal perspective,” founding membership also mat-
ters in different cases. The Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries
(OPEC), for instance, obligates the “concurrent votes of all founding mem-
bers”” for the admission of new members to the organization. Above-men-
tioned permanent members of the UN Security Council are all founding
members of the UN and such a privilege has not been given to any other
late-admitted states. As illustrated, the founding membership provides an up-
per hand to states in the functioning processes of international organization
and denotes a higher level of foreign policy activism through IOs. However, it
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The first characteristic of should be acknowledged that not all found-

o _eie . ing members hold identical advantages.
the initiator state is the Some founding memberships may merely

capacity of these states to  exist on paper in some cases. For instance,
impose constraints on the  2lthough the Republic of Tirkiye is a found-

ing member of international organizations

procedures StiPUIating ON  such as the United Nations and the Council
accepting new members of Europe, it does not emerge as a major ac-

to the oraanization tor in directing these organizations or set-
g ting their agendas.

These three levels of participation encompass a large portion of the degree of
activism in international organizations. However, they are still far from be-
ing fully exhaustive. An important category of participation which indicates
the highest level of activism, we argue, is still absent. Among all the equal
full-member states and even the founder states, some are distinguished from
others in several respects. Those “more equal” states are usually the ones who
initially enable and lead the formation or transformation of the organization.
These “initiator states” convey several indicators to differentiate their power
and authority and level of activism from others. Following Koromenos, Lip-
son, and Snidal,® we infer these indicators from the roles that states play in
designing and modifying international organizations.

Indicators of Being an Initiator State

Since international organizations are the instruments for the states to handle
issues, they are either unable to do it individually or platforms to provide the
opportunity to decrease the cost of solutions. they are mostly state creations
and byproducts of formal or informal bargaining and negotiations. Their de-
sign and modifications, therefore, reflect the interests and priorities of initia-
tor states. In the design of international organizations, four significant aspects
indicate the weight of members and distinguish the initiator states from the
founder states or the admitted members.

Koromenos et al. propose five dimensions of the design of international or-
ganizations: membership, scope, control, centralization, and flexibility.” We
argue that the initiator states have a substantial sway in two of these eminent
dimensions of international organizations by instituting constraints on the
rules and regulations on the memberships and delimiting the scope of the in-
ternational organizations. Additionally, this study proposes a third and fourth
one, which are the decision-making structure and central locations (or head-
quarters) as indicators of the initiator states.

The first characteristic of the initiator state is the capacity of these states to
impose constraints on the procedures stipulating on accepting new members
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to the organization.” In other words, the initiator states may allow, restrict,
or deny the new memberships, membership categories, and the rights and re-
sponsibilities of the prospective members. The background negotiations for
the entrance of Tiirkiye into the NATO alliance as a full member illustrate this
point. When Tiirkiye applied to NATO in 1950, most of the Western European
countries, especially the Scandinavians and the British, opposed the enlarge-
ment of the NATO area to the Mediterranean and the Middle East.* The Brit-
ish even proposed the formation of a separate security structure to provide se-
curity guarantees to Greece and Tiirkiye rather than accepting those states into
the NATO framework. Tiirkiye preferred to resume its negotiations regarding
the membership with the Americans, since the U.S. was the state that initiated
and dominated the alliance. Only after the Americans were convinced that
Tiirkiye could play a significant role in the security of the Mediterranean did
they break the British opposition and accept Tiirkiye’s bid for full membership
in NATO.”

The second attribute of the initiator state is the ability to influence the scope of
international organizations. The initiator states’ effect on the scope of IOs can
be comprehended by two means. Firstly, the scope implies the range of issues
the organization deals with.”” The institutions and the foundational norms of
the Bretton-Woods system, for example, reflect the initiator states’ and Ameri-
can interests, and their visions in terms of their issue-related scope, despite the
existence of the British reluctance to accept them during the negotiations.*
Similarly, Tiirkiye-initiated organizations during the 1930s were mostly re-
stricted to defensive security concerns and the existence of extra-regional
threats. The second is to designate the geographical scope of the organization
regarding the membership and also its operational reach. In instances where
the initiator state is a major power or superpower, the organization’s scope
is often global, thereby encompassing the entire international community.
For example, the U.S. initiated the processes for the establishment of both the
League of Nations and the United Nations, two universal general-purpose IOs.
However, these organizations, although they are global, represent the global
policy perspective of the U.S. and its allies.

Conversely, in smaller countries, the geographical focus of the organization is
typically more limited, often restricted to specific regions. Initiator states have
a significant influence on geographical boundaries and interests that deter-
mine the establishment of international organizations and consequently have
an indirect influence on the members’ composition and membership profiles of
these organizations. When an organization is established to address a common
identity (e.g., the European Union, D-8, and OTS), a specific geographical re-
gion, or a specific issue, membership is naturally shaped by these constraints.

Thirdly, the decision-making framework plays a pivotal role in determining
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the influence of participants within international organizations. It varies based
on the organization in question or the nature of the decisions being made.
Some organizations, such as NATO, require unanimity, while some others,
such as the Council of Europe, seek majority, sometimes qualified majority,
voting systems. The reason for this variation is the tendency of the states to
hold their sovereignty over the critical decisions in different international set-
tings. Hence, we contend that another characteristic of the initiator states is
their influence in stipulating decision-making procedures within the IOs that
align with its foreign policy preferences. One primary example of this is that
the French role, as the initiator of the European integration, is decreasing the
role of the power of the Commission, the supranational leg of the European
Economic Community, compared to the High Authority of the European Coal
and Steel Community.*® Another example is the decision-making process of
the UN Security Council and veto power of the five permanent members. The
initiator states of the UN —namely, the U.S., USSR, Britain, and China- granted
themselves veto power in the formation of the UN Security Council in order to
preserve the privilege of making the final decision and to ensure that decisions
they opposed would not be adopted.

Finally, hosting the headquarters or the important branches of the interna-
tional organizations can be another attribute of the initiator states. Those states
often choose one of their own cities to host these headquarters or branches.
The headquarters of the United Nations, for example, is in the United States
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because the U.S. first and foremost initi- Tﬁrkiye’s relationship with

ated and enabled the creation of the or- . t ti I izati
ganization. Similarly, Tiirkiye hosts the intérnational organizations

headquarters of the organizations it played ~Was inevita bly affected by

the initiator role in their formation, such the nature of the Cold War
as the Black Sea Economic Cooperation ’

Organization and the D-8. The process that began
with the Soviet Union’s

Mappmg Turkiye’s Engagements in territorial CIaimS against

International Organizations Tiirkiye in 1945 resulted in

e o , Tiirkiye’s full integration
Tiirkiye’s relationship with international .
organizations has gained importance with the Western bloc

since the last decades of the Ottoman Em-

pire, the predecessor of the Republic of Tiirkiye. The normative and legalist
concepts of international law and international regimes, which have emerged
especially since the late 19" century, were regarded as mechanisms to counter
the relative decline of the Ottoman Empire and to provide a legitimate basis for
defending its position against the European imperial powers.*

The Republic of Tiirkiye has continued the legacy of the Ottoman Empire’s
commitment to international organizations, a commitment that has been
a fundamental aspect of its foreign policy since the early years of the Re-
public. At that time, two basic principles guided Tiirkiye’s participation in
international organizations. The first principle was Tiirkiye’s involvement in
technical and cultural organizations, particularly those that promoted de-
velopment and Westernization.”” These organizations facilitated Tiirkiye’s
adaptation to global standardization efforts, which were integrated into its
restructuring processes.’® The second factor influencing the early member-
ship of international organizations was the desire to enhance Tiirkiye’s inter-
national recognition as a non-revisionist power and consolidate its position,
particularly within the Western-centric structures. Tiirkiye’s involvement in
these organizations, particularly those dedicated to maintaining the status
quo, was driven by several factors. Chief among them was to demonstrate
that its emergence as a nation was not driven by a revisionist agenda, despite
its formation following a struggle against Western powers. Tiirkiye sought to
demonstrate its openness to cooperative relationships with European states,
emphasizing the preservation of the status quo.” Additionally, it aspired to
establish a shared identity with European states, fostering a sense of solidarity
and shared values.*

Despite the significant importance attributed to international organizations
during the initial period, Tiirkiye’s cautious approach during this time should
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Turkiye’s growing involvement not be disregarded. In this period,

. . I izati h consistent with its general foreign
In regional organizations suc policy preferences, Tiirkiye endeav-

as the Economic Cooperation ored to maintain a distance from
Organization the Organization any formations that might result in

its involvement in the competitive

of the Black Sea Economic dynamics among the major pow-
Cooperation , the CQmmunity ers. The fundamental tenet of this
of Turkish-Speaking Countries prudence entailed the pursuit of

’ a balanced policy between the So-
and the D-8, underscores its viet Union and Great Britain while
role as a catalyst for regiona| maintaining a distance from the po-
. . larizing ideological divide between
Integration liberal democracies and authoritar-

ian regimes in Europe. This strate-
gic caution in the early years of the Republic played a pivotal role in safeguard-
ing the autonomy of Turkish foreign policy.*

Tirkiye’s relationship with international organizations was inevitably affected
by the nature of the Cold War. The process that began with the Soviet Union’s
territorial claims against Tiirkiye in 1945 resulted in Tiirkiye’s full integration
with the Western bloc.** During this period, Tiirkiye became a founding mem-
ber of the Council of Europe, joined NATO, and applied to join the European
Economic Community. The security concerns that dominated Tiirkiye’s for-
eign policy during this period significantly influenced its perspective on in-
ternational organizations. Notably, Tiirkiye’s relationship with the Eastern bloc
was limited during this time, and it refrained from joining the non-aligned
movement, led by countries such as Egypt and India, which sought to maintain
an impartial stance between the two blocs.*

During the Cold War era, regional organizations were regarded by Tiirkiye
as a means to perpetuate NATO’s foreign policy agenda. A notable illustra-
tion of this phenomenon is the Baghdad Pact, which would later evolve into
the Central Treaty Organization (CENTO). This pact, pioneered by Tiirkiye
in conjunction with several countries in the region, including Iraq, Iran, and
Pakistan, was a pivotal instrument in the broader geopolitical strategy of the
United States and NATO. Its primary objective was to counter the growing
influence of the Soviet Union in the region.*

The application to the European Economic Community, the precursor to the
European Union, for association was also an effort to integrate the Turkish
economy with the Western economies. In addition to economic motivations,
this application was conceived as a declaration that Tiirkiye was a Western
country in terms of values.* Therefore, it was also important to apply to this
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organization in order to demonstrate that the rules and norms of the European
Community were adopted by the Republic of Tiirkiye.

Since the late 1980s, as the impact of the Cold War waned and ultimately
ended, there has been an observable increase in the prominence of region-
alization in Turkish foreign policy and in the broader international context.
This trend is characterized by an increase in regionalization initiatives, not
only in the context of bilateral relations but also in the establishment of re-
gional international organizations.* For countries of Tiirkiye’s size, the signif-
icance of relations with their immediate regional environment has increased.
The establishment of regional organizations has been instrumental in fostering
improved relations among member countries, thereby enabling them to col-
lectively articulate and advocate for shared agendas within larger international
institutions.”” The increasing number of states in regions such as the Middle
East, the Balkans, the Caucasus, and Central Asia, and especially the increas-
ing opportunities for Tiirkiye to forge identity-based partnerships, have paved
the way for Turkish foreign policy to pursue a proactive policy in regional
politics.*

Tiirkiye’s growing involvement in regional organizations such as the Economic
Cooperation Organization (ECO), the Organization of the Black Sea Eco-
nomic Cooperation (BSEC), the Community of Turkish-Speaking Countries,
and the D-8, underscores its role as a catalyst for regional integration. D-8
deserves special attention at that point since its exceptional place in terms of
Tiirkiye's rare initiator role in the 1990s. The D-8 organization was proposed
by then Prime Minister of Tiirkiye, Necmettin Erbakan. The organization is
critical of the inequalities created by the current international economic or-
der. These developments cumulatively reflect a shift in Turkish foreign policy,
where it is increasingly willing to join and contribute to organizations estab-
lished by other countries.

During the 2000s, Tiirkiye experienced a significant resurgence in its foreign
policy within the context of international organizations. While this period
marked a continuation of the regional activism that had grown stronger in the
1980s and 1990s, Tiirkiye began to assume a more prominent role in various
organizations, including the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Eu-
rope (OSCE), the UN, and the Organization of Turkic States. Additionally, it
initiated efforts to diversify its foreign relations and to promote pluralism in
regional and global governance through organizations like MIKTA (Mexico,
Indonesia, Korea, Tiirkiye, and Australia).* Notably, the first decade of the
2000s marked the commencement of Tiirkiye’s full membership negotiations
with the European Union, and in the 2009-2010 period Tiirkiye secured a
non-permanent seat on the UN Security Council, garnering an unprecedented
number of votes. This era, coinciding with the first term of the ruling Justice
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and Development Party (AK Party), proved instrumental in Tiirkiye’s emer-
gence as a pivotal mediator, peacemaker, and diplomatic actor on the global
stage.”

In addition to its activism in global organizations, Tiirkiye has maintained
a consistent presence in regional organizations, playing a leadership role
in their establishment. Tiirkiye’s expanding interest in organizations oper-
ating in new areas for Turkish foreign policy, such as Africa and Asia, has
also grown. In this context, Tiirkiye joined the African Union as an observer
member in 2005, and in 2008, relations were elevated to the level of a strategic
partnership. A similar pattern emerged with its involvement in the Economic
Community of West African States (ECOWAS), where Tiirkiye assumed the
role of an observer member in 2005. Notably, Tiirkiye’s engagement with the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) was elevated to the level of a di-
alogue partner in 2017. MIKTA, established in 2013 as an informal consul-
tation mechanism, is also important in demonstrating Tiirkiye’s motivation
to collaborate with like-minded countries from different regions on global
issues.”!

During this period, Tiirkiye maintained an active role in the organizations to
which it belongs, with Turkish individuals assuming prominent executive po-
sitions within these entities. For instance, Ekmeleddin Thsanoglu served as the
Secretary General of the Organization of Islamic Cooperation from 2005 to
2013. Similarly, former Foreign Minister Mevliit Cavusoglu was President of
the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe from 2010 to 2012, and
Tacan Ildem served as NATO Deputy Secretary General from 2016 to 2020.
Presently, the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE)
Secretary-General is Turkish Ambassador Feridun Sinirlioglu.*

As demonstrated in this section, Tiirkiye’s relationship with international or-
ganizations is deeply entrenched in a prolonged historical context. Tiirkiye’s
involvement and active participation in these organizations have been increas-
ing over time. Based on this framework, the subsequent section will address
three key periods in Tiirkiyes activity and contrast them with other significant
historical periods in order to qualitatively assess Tiirkiye’s heightened level of
engagement and activism in international organizations.

Tiirkiye's Foreign Policy Activism in 10s: Three Leadership Periods

Foreign policy orientations and levels of activism throughout the history of the
Republic of Tiirkiye can be analyzed through its membership in and involve-
ment with international organizations. This degree of activism, however, did
not follow a consistent or linear trajectory over the past century. During cer-
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The recognition that both systemic b ial tools in thi
transformations and the actions écame crucial toois in IS new
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Tirkiye’s foreign policy activism

through international organizations at different points in history will provide
a clearer and more explanatory framework for understanding this non-linear
progression.

In this context, three distinct periods in Turkish foreign policy leadership
stand out in terms of pioneering the establishment of international organi-
zations, taking initiative, and diversifying Tiirkiye’s foreign policy framework
through international organizations. The first of these periods was the era of
Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk, the founding leader of the early Republic. Follow-
ing this, especially with the waning influence of the Cold War and Tiirkiye’s
steadfast alignment with the Western bloc, Tiirkiye, for many years, adopted a
more passive role as a follower rather than an initiator. However, with Turgut
Ozal’s leadership, particularly from the late 1980s as the Cold War ended, Tiir-
kiye’s foreign policy activism reemerged, and international partnerships and
organizations became crucial tools in this new approach. Finally, in the period
starting after 2008, Tiirkiye sought to diversify its traditional foreign policy,
shifting its focus beyond Europe to foster broader international cooperation
and organizations.” This shift marked a resurgence of activism akin to the
earlier periods. Although each of these phases is driven by distinct motivations
and systemic factors that differentiate them, they collectively demonstrate a
pattern in which Turkish foreign policy has increasingly embraced activism,
especially through the initiatives of its decision-makers.

Formation of Security-Oriented International Organizations under Atatiirk
Although the motivation, frequency, and capacity of the Republic of Tiirkiye to
establish relations with international organizations have changed over the past
hundred years, it has attached special importance to these structures, which
are the most important tools and platforms of international cooperation today,
in almost every period starting from the founding of the Republic.

When examining Turkish foreign policy from the founding of the Republic to
the end of the Second World War, several key principles emerge. These include
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rolein establishing of autonomy in foreign policy decision-mak-

numerous international ing, and a rejection of interference in inter-
nal affairs.”* These principles largely shaped

cooperation platforms, Tiirkiye’s approach to international organi-

with its foreign pohcy zations during this period. Accordingly, Tiir-

activism being groun ded kiye’s foremost priority was to steer clear of

foreign policy actions that could jeopardize

in the preservation of its national independence, adhering to the

the region al status quo status 5(guo est.ablished by Ehe.Treaty of Ijau-

sanne.” In this context, Tiirkiye emphasized

maintaining constructive communication

with neighboring countries’ political authorities and sought to resolve dis-

putes primarily through international law and diplomacy. A notable example

of this policy is the Mosul Question, which remained unresolved during the

Lausanne negotiations and was designated to be addressed by international

organizations even before the Republic was formally established. Realizing

that it could not settle the issue with Britain, one of the imperial powers of the

time, within the Lausanne framework, Tiirkiye agreed to Britains suggestion

of referring the matter to the League of Nations. Tiirkiye was fully aware that

this organization, of which it was not yet a member, was heavily influenced by

the United Kingdom and that it was highly unlikely that a decision favorable

to Tiirkiye would be reached. However, even before the Republic was formally

established, Tiirkiye accepted this course of action to demonstrate its com-

mitment to and engagement with the mechanisms of international law and
diplomacy.*

Aware of the fact that membership in the League of Nations was a major an-
ti-Soviet policy at that time, Tiirkiye specifically asked to be invited to the
League, and in this context, it showed that it did not want to be caught be-
tween the Soviets and especially Britain and that it did not accept this prefer-
ence to be imposed on it. Membership upon invitation also revealed Tiirkiye’s
expectations that it would be treated as a valued country in the international
community.

However, it is crucial to note that the examination of this period reveals not
only the influx of membership applications and endeavors to join pre-exist-
ing organizations, but also the activism exhibited by Tiirkiye itself during
the Atatiirk period. This era is notable for its initiator role in establishing
numerous international cooperation platforms, with its foreign policy activ-
ism being grounded in the preservation of the regional status quo. It was
particularly important to prevent the growing international polarization of
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the 1930s from reaching Tiirkiye’s doorstep, as the escalation of great power
struggles in Tiirkiye’s immediate neighborhood would make it difficult for
Tiirkiye to maintain a policy of neutrality that is particularly aimed at.”” The
second pillar of preserving the regional status quo was the policy of suppress-
ing separatist movements, which Tiirkiye shared with the states to its east and
south.

The success of an ethnic-based separatist rebellion in one country could trig-
ger similar movements in other countries, and thus local crises could become
regional in nature.®® The most significant illustrations of the proactive char-
acter of Atatiirk’s foreign policy can be observed in the establishment of in-
ternational cooperation mechanisms to address these two threats. Tiirkiye
endeavored to minimize both of the aforementioned problems through the in-
ternational organizations it initiated. The Balkan Treaty was devised as a solu-
tion to the first problem, while the Sadabad Pact emerged as a response to the
second. Tiirkiye’s leadership in the establishment of these two organizations
was instrumental in shaping their respective agendas.

The Balkan Treaty/Pact of 1934 was a pivotal moment in the geopolitical
landscape of the Balkans and the Eastern Mediterranean. The advent of Ita-
ly’s expansionist policy in the region, coupled with the escalating armament
of European states, culminated in the ascent of the Nazi Party to power in
Germany in 1933 and its revisionist foreign policy approach. These develop-
ments precipitated an urgent need for a rapprochement among the pro-status
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quo Balkan states.”® Consequently, Tiirkiye and Greece initiated a process of
diplomatic engagement by signing a Pact of Cordial Friendship in Ankara on
September 14, 1933. This was followed by the signing of a Treaty of Friendship,
Non-Aggression, Arbitration, and Conciliation between Tiirkiye and Romania
on October 17, also in Ankara. Subsequently, the Tiirkiye-Yugoslavia Treaty of
Friendship, Non-Aggression, Judicial Settlement, Arbitration, and Concilia-
tion was signed in Belgrade on November 27, 1933. Finally, the Balkan Treaty
Act was signed in Athens on February 9, 1934, by Tiirkiye, Greece, Romania,
Yugoslavia, and Greece. The treaty stipulated that the Balkan states would re-
spect each other’s existence and that the signatory states would mutually se-
cure their borders.

The non-aggression pact was established by Tiirkiye, Iran, Iraq, and Afghani-
stan with a treaty signed in Tehran (Sadabad Palace) on July 8, 1937, under the
leadership of Tiirkiye. One of the primary objectives of the pact was to resolve
border issues. The pact called for consultation between the parties when their
common interests required it. They were also obliged to refrain from launch-
ing attacks against each other. The pact officially existed until 1979, at which
point Islamic Iran announced its dissolution.

Emergence of Economy-Oriented International Organizations during the 0zal Era
Throughout the Cold War, Tiirkiye’s foreign policy was chiefly characterized
by its harmonious collaboration with the Western institutions and governing
principles. Despite the crises within the alliance in 1964 and 1974, Tiirkiye’s
ties with the West remained strong. During the Ozal era, the country’s foreign
policy incorporated the concepts of regionalization and cooperation, while
maintaining its Western-centric orientation. In the transition from import
substitution industrialization to an export-oriented and open market econ-
omy based on full competition, Tiirkiye’s need for regional countries increased
in terms of energy, raw materials, and market necessities. Furthermore, the
collapse of the Soviet Union had created power vacuums in and around Tiir-
kiye. These vacuums could only be addressed through regional cooperation
mechanisms. These factors were the main motivations for Tiirkiye to lead the
establishment of international organizations in this period.

Ozal’s personal leadership in this regard was prominent, and he was a strong
proponent of liberal institutionalism and the interdependence of economic
interests to foster cooperation and stability.®” Furthermore, Ozal believed
that Tirkiye would play a central role in any strong cooperation mechanisms
that emerged in the region because Tiirkiye’s economy, in relative terms, was
the strongest in the region, and its population was the third largest in the
Balkans, the Middle East, and Central Asia, along with those of Iran and
Russia. It was a member of NATO with a robust military, and it felt that its
ties with the West would give it an advantage in its non-Western relations.
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nizations were established under Tir- initiator role in this regard
kiye’s leadership and have persisted to

the present day. One of these organizations is the ECO, and the other is the
BSEC. The primary objectives of both of these organizations were to stimulate
economic development in Tiirkiye’s immediate neighborhood, to enhance re-
gional cooperation and inter-sectoral coordination, and to address the security
concerns of the countries in the region.®

Tiirkiye, under the leadership of Ozel, proposed Iran and Pakistan estab-
lish the ECO in 1985, replacing the Regional Cooperation for Development
(RCD) established in 1964. Following the dissolution of the Soviet Union in
1992, the organization’s membership expanded to include ten states, includ-
ing the former Soviet Turkic republics and Afghanistan. The primary objec-
tives of this organization included the promotion of trade between member
states, the assurance of economic growth, and the promotion of cultural and
spiritual common values among its member states and their local partners.
This initiative emerged as the strategic importance of the founding members
waned, leading them to adopt an export-oriented economic development
policy.

Another significant organization established during the Ozal period by Tiir-
kiye’s initiative is the Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC), a regional co-
operation organization initiated and led by Tiirkiye, which brings together the
states in the Black Sea basin. The organization was established in 1992 follow-
ing an invitation by Tiirkiye to regional states to meet for a regional initiative.
The summit meeting in Istanbul on 22 June 1992 led to the establishment of
the BSEC. The primary objective of the BSEC is to ensure regional peace, sta-
bility, and prosperity; to develop mutual respect, trust, and cooperation among
members in the spirit of friendship and good neighborliness; to diversify bilat-
eral and multilateral cooperation; to develop business life; to encourage private
sector investments; and to enhance economic cooperation. The BSEC is both
an IGO and an NGO, engaging in intergovernmental, inter-parliamentary, and
inter-business activities. The international permanent secretariat of the orga-
nization, that is to say, its headquarters, was designated as Istanbul. The posi-
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tion of the First Deputy Secretary General of the BSEC is assigned to Tiirkiye
on a permanent basis in the Secretariat.

Leading the Transformation of International Organizations during the Erdogan
Era

The advent of a single-party government in Tiirkiye in the 2000s, which per-
sisted for an extended period, signified a pivotal shift in the nation’s foreign
policy landscape. A notable consequence of this transition was the ability to
sustain long-term initiatives with uninterrupted continuity, a development
that fostered a conducive environment for initiating and leading international
organizations. While the relations with the international organizations in this
period followed the regionalization trend of the Ozal era, Tiirkiye’s partici-
pation in the formation of organizations where like-minded countries came
together to address global issues increased.

The motivations that marked this period included Tiirkiye’s rapidly growing
economy, growing private sector needs, and the changing balances of the in-
ternational system. During the initial decade of the Erdogan era, a foreign
policy approach consistent with Tiirkiye’s broader economic development
strategy, centered on trade, was adopted. In this context, a foreign policy
framework was implemented to facilitate the activities of the Turkish busi-
ness community, aligning with the approach that was in place during the
Ozal era.®?

The relationship between Tiirkiye and the UN during the Erdogan era merits
particular attention. President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has been attaching great
importance to the UN platforms and accordingly delivering agenda-setting
speeches at the UN General Assembly for years. Tiirkiye has recently become
the 20™ largest contributor to the UN budget, and Istanbul, the cosmopolitan
Turkish city, has emerged as a regional hub for different UN institutions.®’

Furthermore, Erdogan has repeatedly raised the issue of UN reform at various
international forums, particularly at the UN General Assembly.** He contends
that the UN’s portrayal of the post-1945 world does not align with the trans-
formations the world has experienced in the 2000s. President Erdogan espe-
cially has been calling for the transformation of the UN Security Council. His
globally celebrated motto, “The World Is Bigger than Five,” has evolved into
a global call for a more inclusive and just organization. The UN’s ineffective-
ness in addressing numerous challenges, including genocides in Bosnia and
Herzegovina, the Cyprus issue, the Karabakh issue, and the protracted Israeli
occupation in Palestine, further substantiates these critiques. Additionally, the
policy preferences of dominant nations within the global system, such as the
U.S., which frequently disregard UN resolutions and institutions, further un-
derscore the validity of these criticisms.

106 INSIGHT TURKEY



TURKIYE'S INCREASED ACTIVISM IN INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS AS AN INITIATOR STATE

During this period, Tarkiye pursued ~ The initiator state role of

a policy of regionalization, estab- co Bs e s e
lishing partnerships with regional Turklye is not limited to

countries as it did during the Ozal the OTS. Turklye currently
era, and taking initiatives and play- leads different initiatives

ing an initiator role in this regard.

In this context, the most prominent within different international
international organization of the organizations. The Alliance of

Erdogan era was the Organization o ere . cas _gs o
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a prominent international platform them

that aims to strengthen cooperation

and solidarity among the Turkic countries. The foundational principles of this
organization were established during the inaugural Turkic Speaking Countries
Summit, which took place in Ankara in 1992. This summit is widely regarded
as a pivotal moment in the consolidation of cultural, linguistic, and historical
bonds within the Turkic world. The summit resulted in the formation of a
unified front among Turkic-speaking nations, guided by a shared understand-
ing and a unified objective, thereby establishing the foundations for regional
collaboration.

The Cooperation Council of Turkic-Speaking Countries (The Turkic Council)
was formally established with the signing of the Nakhichevan Agreement on
October 3, 2009, in Nakhichevan. Following the establishment of the Turkic
Council as an international organization, the 8" Turkic States Organization
Summit held in Istanbul on November 12, 2021, officially renamed the or-
ganization as the Organization of Turkic States. Tiirkiye provided the main
motivation for the transformation of the organization into a full-scale interna-
tional institution with its headquarters based in Istanbul, a city with profound
cultural and historical significance within the Turkish world. This new appel-
lation symbolizes the unified might of the Turkic world and aims to reflect the
organization’s expanding scope and influence in the global arena. This modifi-
cation is also indicative of an initiative to augment the Turkic Council’s vision
and efficacy on a global scale.

The organization’s origins can be traced to the early 1990s; however, due to the
evolving geopolitical landscape of the era, with the increasing disagreements
among the members and Tiirkiye’s waning interest in the organization during
the post-Ozal period, its influence remained confined to cultural collabora-
tion and the exchange of goodwill statements until the mid-2000s.> After this
period, the close bilateral relations established by the then-Prime Minister
Erdogan with Kazakh President Nazarbayev and Azerbaijani President [lham
Aliyev paved the way for the establishment of the Turkish state organization
as a truly international organization. Tiirkiye, as the initiator country of the

2025 WINTER 107



[ («RR MUHITTIN ATAMAN, METIN YOCEKAYA, and OMER NAIM KUCUK

Mustafa Kemal Atatﬁrk’ organization in this process, aims to
T t Ozal dR T . achieve the full membership of Uz-
urgut Uzai, an ecep 1ayyIP  pelistan in the organization and to

Erdogan, perceiving these ensure the increasing engagement of
organizations as instruments Turkmenistan, which had stayed away

from becoming a part of international

to pursue a more autonomous organizations, through observer sta-
foreign po|icy and safeguard tus. Furthermore, Hungary, under the

Tiirkive's interest I d leadership of Prime Minister Victor
urkiyes interests, played a Orban, who has close personal rela-

pivotal and initiatory rolein tions with President Erdogan, became

facilitating the establishment  2» observer member of the organi-
zation, thereby beginning to closely

of these entities monitor the organization’s activities.

The OTS has been instrumental in fostering cooperation among Turkic coun-
tries in various domains, including economics, culture, and, subsequently,
security and politics. This collaborative endeavor is poised to enhance the
interconnectedness among the diverse geographical regions where Tiirkiye is
situated. The significant role that Tiirkiye’s defense industry played in Azer-
baijan’s liberation of Karabakh from occupation has garnered the attention of
other Turkic states, particularly with regard to defense vehicles that Tiirkiye is
capable of exporting, including unmanned aerial vehicles.*® The OTS is evolv-
ing as a significant actor that will influence the political future of the Turkic
peoples in a geopolitically pivotal region, sitting at the intersection of great
global powers, including China, Russia, and the U.S., and is rich in both min-
eral resources and major trade routes.

The initiator state role of Tiirkiye in this era is not limited to the OTS. Tiirkiye
currently leads different initiatives within different international organizations.
The Alliance of Civilizations Initiative (AoC) is one of them. Introduced by Pres-
ident (then Prime Minister) Recep Tayyip Erdogan and the former Prime Min-
ister of Spain Jose Zapatero in 2005, AoC aims to foster mutual understanding,
tolerance and cooperation between Muslim and Western societies in order to
eliminate extremism, prejudices and conflicts that threaten international stabil-
ity."” The AoC then became a UN initiative. Another example is the zero-waste
project which was initiated by the Turkish First Lady Emine Erdogan. The proj-
ect is also adopted by the UN General Secretary Antonio Guterres.*®

Conclusion

The relationship between membership in international organizations and for-
eign policy activism has received little attention in the extant literature. Al-
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though a country’s membership in international organizations and the scope
and focus of these organizations that define them can offer insight into their
foreign policy activism, this article proposes a novel approach in order to grasp
the foreign policy activism and international organization relations. It suggests
that being a member of international organizations is not sufficient; rather, it is
essential to be an initiator state in the formation of organizations as a measure
of activism. The term “initiator state,” denoting active involvement from the
ideation stage of international organizations to their establishment processes
and subsequent policy determinations, signifies a qualitatively superior level of
activism compared to mere late-joiner member and founder roles.

Tiirkiye has also prioritized accession to international organizations since its
establishment, engaging with these platforms to foster international coopera-
tion from the early years of the republic. In its engagement with international
organizations, Tiirkiye has intermittently adopted a follower role by joining
established entities, and at other times, it has taken the lead in establishing
these organizations, thereby creating opportunities for pursuing a more ac-
tive foreign policy. Until the late 1980s, Tiirkiye placed a high priority on its
membership in Western-centered organizations while deliberately avoiding
involvement with non-Western ones.

However, certain periods in Turkish foreign policy, characterized by specific
leadership profiles, deviated from this prevailing approach during the Cold
War. In this context, Turkish foreign policy has exhibited greater dynamism by
assuming the role of initiator in the establishment of international organiza-
tions under certain leaders. Prominent figures such as Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk,
Turgut Ozal, and Recep Tayyip Erdogan, who significantly influenced Turk-
ish foreign policy, spearheaded the establishment of several effective regional
international organizations. These leaders, perceiving these organizations as
instruments to pursue a more autonomous foreign policy and safeguard Tiir-
kiye’s interests, played a pivotal and initiatory role in facilitating the establish-
ment of these entities. @
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