
2014 Summer 123

THE RISE OF RADICAL LIBERAL DISCOURSE IN TURKISH FOREIGN POLICYARTICLE

ABSTRACT Change is a central concept in Turkish and global politics. It forms 
the basis of liberal ideology, alongside freedom, democracy, and equality. 
In this spirit of change, radical liberal thinkers question the state of contem-
porary international relations with a focus on justice and fairness. Ahmet 
Davutoğlu appreciates the importance of these liberal considerations, and 
he claims the global order is in a period of transformation, in which Tur-
key and the rest of the world will come into new political roles. In order to 
facilitate the formation of a fair, cooperative world order, Davutoğlu pro-
motes a global consensus based on cosmopolitanism and multilateralism. 
These ideas for international reform are consistent with radical liberalism. 
However, he also considers the formation of a new global order according 
to his conservative and Islamic ideas—a position inconsistent with liber-
alism. This contradiction demands a better understanding of Davutoğlu’s 
stance in domestic politics and international relations, and a consider-
ation of implications for Turkey’s global identity.

Introduction

Since Since the end of the Cold War, reform and change have been two key 
concepts in Turkish foreign policy, as it has claimed a greater role in world 
politics. The reconstruction of the global political system offers an opportu-

nity to small and middling powers in world politics. In fact, it is difficult to make 
a comprehensive road map of change in the international order in years following 
the Cold War. In wake of 9/11, the current world order and the liberal ideology 
have been criticized, and literature espousing alternative views about world order 
emerged. Writers from different theoretical schools proposed different ideas for 
transforming the system into an ideal model. One such view is radical liberalism 
that seeks a more liberal liberalism and reform in international relations to facil-
itate better inclusion of the current world order’s victims. This form of liberalism 
prefers reform to the dismantlement of the current global political system. 

Ahmet Davutoğlu, a prominent name in Turkish foreign policy since 2002, cur-
rently the Prime Minister of Turkey, offered a comprehensive analysis of Tur-
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key’s place in world politics in his masterpiece, Strategic Depth, published in 
2001. Davutoğlu’s book underlines the need for reform and change not only 
in Turkey, but also in the current system of world politics. Emerging global 
and regional actors have started to ask for larger roles in global governance 
and reforms in international organizations such as the UN, the World Bank, 
and the IMF. From his position in Turkey, a rising power of the 2000’s, Davu-
toğlu questions the current UN system and its efforts for justice, equality and 
peace. He argues that the world system is in a transitional period, which offers 
a chance to reconstruct an improved world order in terms of not only organi-
zation, but also justice. This kind of reform would offer Turkey new opportu-
nities to become a more effective player in world politics.

Davutoğlu fits the description of a liberal scholar in the current system, in view 
of his focus on the need for change, reform, and improved justice, in a human-
itarian context. On the other hand, some people perceive his affinity to Islam 

and his critics against modernity as threatening. Es-
pecially his career in Turkish government and his 
sympathy to Islamic groups have placed him at odds 
with the secular liberals. In the traditional sense, 
conservatism and religious loyalties are in opposi-
tion with liberalism. Therefore, Davutoğlu seems 
an ideological contradiction. This example sparks a 
discussion of liberalism in the post-modern world. 
How can we understand Davutoğlu’s stance? Is he 
a liberal or radical Islamist leader? In the context of 
liberalism, Turkish opposition groups view Davu-
toğlu’s theories on international relations as idealis-
tic to a degree of irrationality. As a scholar of inter-
national relations, Davutoğlu views foreign policy in 
a manner different from the traditional conceptions 
of Turkish politics. In the context of a changing lib-

eral order, his views offer a unique view of the future for the world, and for 
the Turkey. Still, it is important to answer the question, “Is he a radical liberal 
or not?” The answer will indicate the likelihood of his theories’ influencing 
foreign policy, and it will illuminate the degrees of continuity and change in 
foreign policy of the post-modern era. 

Therefore, we should begin our analysis with the evolution of the liberal world 
order and the rise of radical liberalism. By looking at Davutoğlu’s principle 
ideas and concepts, we may solidify an understanding of his stance. This will 
require a close analysis of his books, articles, and speeches, archived on the 
foreign ministry website. This analysis will run from his advisory position in 
2002 to the present, in order to form a comprehensive understanding of his 
ideology, and to understand his status in terms of liberalism.

Ahmet Davutoğlu, 
a prominent name 
in Turkish foreign 
policy, offered a 
comprehensive 
analysis of 
Turkey’s place in 
world politics in 
his masterpiece, 
Strategic Depth



2014 Summer 125

THE RISE OF RADICAL LIBERAL DISCOURSE IN TURKISH FOREIGN POLICY

The Rise of Radical Liberalism as Liberalism 3.0

Liberalism and Versions of Liberal Institutionalism
Liberalism has evolved as a theory of government, and encompasses social, 
economic, and international theory. Its central goal is the happiness and 
well-being of the individual. In order to achieve this goal, liberal philosophy 
operates on the assumptions of modernity—that history is discontinuous, and 
there are distinct shifts in the linear progression of history, such as the trans-
formation from the feudalist age to the capitalist, industrial age. This idea of 
modernity also prioritizes individual and social freedoms before traditional, 
national boundaries. In classical liberalism, liberty is the focal point, and it is 
tied directly to the freedom, happiness, and well-being of the individual. Clas-
sical liberalism regards the status quo with an inclination for reform, in order 
to eliminate all threats to individual freedoms, such as monarchies and author-
itarian governments. Thus, liberals’ proposal for freedom hinges on republi-
canism, constitutionalism, and the right to hold property under the rule of 
law. According to its definition, the core tenants of liberalism are the equality 
of citizens, the basic human rights of individuals, the belief in a market-driven 
economy, and the right to private property. Accordingly, liberals regard short-
comings in existing global and national structures as obstacles, which are to be 
solved with positivist strategy, as used in the material sciences: find the prob-
lem, and then find its solution.

In the context of international relations, liberalism promotes cooperation as 
a method for the prevention of war. Philosopher Immanuel Kant argued that 
humanity can achieve freedom and justice by reason. He promoted individual 
consciousness, republican constitutionalism, and a continuous international 
peace contract between all states as the ingredients for international peace and 
prosperity. Similarly, another 18th-century thinker, Jeremy Bentham called 
for an international law system to facilitate peace and prosperity.1 In the 19th 
century, Richard Cobden introduced the idea of natural harmony of interest, 
based on individual freedoms and free trade. By this theory, if all states look 
out for their own well-being, there will emerge a natural harmony that will 
benefit all parties, without any need for outside intervention. Cobden saw the 
natural harmony of interest as an ideal formula for the global economic sys-
tem and international relations. Each of these liberal theories maintained that 
the nurture of constitutionalism, individualism, republicanism, human rights, 
private property, the free market, and a network of growing interdependence 
would produce global peace. 

In practice, however, these liberal principles did not always facilitate the 
well-being of the people, especially in the case of colonies under imperial pow-
er. Free trade and the open-market economy did not result in the natural har-
mony described by Cobden, and people across the world did not experience the 
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contentment liberalism promised. As 
the global liberal order developed, the 
system favored the rich and the power-
ful, at the expense of the poor and the 
weak. In view of the ruling liberal ide-
ology’s effects on international affairs, 
thinkers began to question the promis-
es of classical liberalism. In the 20th cen-
tury, liberal institutionalism emerged 
with the goal of peace and prosperity by promoting national self-determination 
and international institutions based on democratic principles. This new liberal 
ideology placed a special emphasis on international cooperation in dealing with 
belligerents. Thus, with the end of World War I, liberal internationalism 1.0 
came into being by 1919. 

Liberal institutionalism has commonalities with modern liberalism—a theory 
based on the freedom of the individual in social relations. Modern liberals, in-
cluding John Stuard Mill and Leonard Hobhouse, espoused a communitarian 
type of liberalism.2 They criticized classical liberals’ understanding of freedom, 
which centers on freedom of contracts and property rights. Modern liberal J.S. 
Mill described “man as a progressive being,” and he argued that individuals 
should be allowed to develop in all their “manifold diversity.”3 This form of lib-
eralism can be seen as distinct from the rest of liberal thought, as its “aim is 
to emancipate individuals from the fear of hunger, unemployment, ill health, 
and a miserable old age, and, positively, to attempt to help members of modern 
industrial societies…”4 According to John Rawls, modern liberals are liberal 
because they share the traditional moral view of freedom, and they accept the 
right to personal property as a necessary element of individual self-expression.5 
The modern liberal ideology also argues for a welfare state, and after the First 
World War, it promoted an interwar idealism in an effort to improve existing 
global structures. In view of these commonalities and contrasts, it is intellectu-
ally useless to discuss a form of liberalism as static. Liberalism’s most distinctive 
feature is its commitment to progress, and its belief in the human capacity for 
progress through rationality.6 In wake of the First World War, peace proved not 
to be the natural condition, and as Leonard Woolf argued, peace and prosperity 
are “consciously devised machinery,” in need of rational construction.7

Despite this acknowledged need for a consciously devised system for interna-
tional peace and order, Woodrow Wilson reverted to a belief in natural harmo-

Ahmet Davutoglu and US Secretary of State John Kerry they 
shake hands prior to a NATO meeting focused on the Ukrainian 

crisis during a Foreign Affairs ministers’ meeting at the NATO 
headquarters in Brussels on June 25, 2014. 

AFP / Brendan Smialowski
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ny in his economic liberalism. In a familiar way, he argued that if all states acted 
in their own interests, the whole world would benefit. This form of liberalism 
promoted a rational approach to socio-economic issues as integral to world or-
der. Wilson and his supporters also argued that global progress was the natural 
result of liberal economic policies, such as economic non-interventionism. 

However, the Great Depression in 1929 and the mercantilist policies that fol-
lowed proved the need for a mechanism to regulate the global economy. This 
international mechanism was needed to facilitate cooperation between states 
and to ensure every state’s observance of liberal economic rules. This glaring 
need motivated the USA to intervene on the international stage during the in-
terwar years, and to facilitate the formation of a global order respecting liberal 
values and the well-being of people around the world. 

The Second World War added motivation for increased international regula-
tion, and shortly following the war, states came together to form stabilizing 
mechanisms according to liberal ideology. These states agreed to reform their 
individual national economic structures, and they created international orga-
nizations, including the IMF and the World Bank, to promote liberal econom-
ic conduct in international economy. The British international hegemony gave 
way to American supremacy, but the liberal post-war world order remained a 
system based on Western domination. Yet, in keeping with Westphalian ideol-
ogy, this world order maintained the importance of national sovereignty and 
equality. The new UN system designated the world’s 198 states as equal, but it 
fell short in translating equality and democracy to the international level. This 
system constitutes liberal internationalism 2.0. 

Version 2.0 was a pragmatic liberalism, as World War II had proven that states 
must carefully evaluate obstacles to the formation of a stable international lib-
eral order. The war had illuminated economic and political inequalities bar-
ring the way to a purely liberal international order. Powerful countries had 
been benefitting from the existing global political dynamic, whose inequities 
had masked by the word “liberal.” In post-war years, the growing technological 
capacity of the Western world intensified these global inequalities in prosper-
ity. Improving telecommunication and transportation capabilities granted the 
West even greater influence across the world. Soon, thinkers began to question 
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this Western supremacy. Antonio Gramsci’s description of this hegemony was 
especially critical. He attributed American hegemony to both coercion capac-
ity of the US and consent of the victims of American dominance by accept-
ing dominance of the US. Channeling this sentiment, powers outside of the 
Western world began to question their subjugation to the system of Western 
values. This unrest bred backlash movements against the liberal world order, 
including the post-colonial subaltern studies, the new left, and the religious 
nationalist reactions. The new perspectives of post-structuralism and post-co-
lonialism mounted a normative criticism of globalization.8 G. John Ikenberry 
defined this liberal internationalism 3.0 as “a sort of post-hegemonic liberal 
internationalism that has only partially appeared and whose full shape and 
logic is still uncertain.”9

The Rise of Radical Liberalism in World Politics
Once liberalism was solidified as the guiding economic ideology, critics of the 
existing order discussed alternatives within the liberal ideology, and intellec-
tuals began to seek a more liberal form of liberalism. Intellectuals from the 
left had become active in criticizing the liberal global order for states’ unequal 
participation in international affairs and for the marginalization of certain 
people and countries. Critics viewed the liberal international system as a mal-
functioning mechanism that widened gaps between developed and underde-
veloped countries. They perceived the current system as a mean to perpetuate 
inequality and injustice. Thus, since the 1960’s, the New Left and “radical liber-
als” have launched harsh critiques and protests against mainstream liberalism. 
The Frankfurt School of the 1920’s and 1930’s first introduced “radical democ-
racy,” an influential, new vision for procuring justice, equality, and support for 
the marginalized. Instead of staging a full-blown revolution, they sought to 
reform the existing international liberal ideology. 

Radical liberalism owes its intellectual roots to 19th-century European political 
philosophy. Peter Lichtenstein offers commentary on the heritage of radical 
liberalism:

[It] shares not only the heritage of classical (laissez-faire) and modern (etatist) 
liberalism but also the heritage of left wing revolutionary thought. Both of these 
orientations originate, after all, in a common ideological base supplied by Enlight-
enment Liberalism. Radical liberalism is therefore an association of two divergent 
philosophical perspectives, one a “liberal” perspective which seeks to liberate in-
dividuals from political and/or economic power, the other a “radical” perspective 
which seeks to overturn a social order based on privilege and property.10

However, radical liberalism emerged as a modern concept during the American 
civil rights movement in the 1960’s and 1970’s. New Left thinkers supported 
the African Americans in their struggle for equal rights, and they promoted a 
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more inclusive liberalism. One of the most influen-
tial names in radical liberalism is Arnold Kaufman. 
He argues that New Left radicalism and modern 
liberalism were not necessarily in conflict with one 
another.11 The New Left had to divide its efforts be-
tween the promotion of participatory democracy 
and the formation of a wide coalition, in order to be 
more effective in its campaign for political equality. 
Kaufman asserted, “Democratic theorists had to find 
ways to balance two different demands on a politi-
cal system: the demand for order and stability, and 
the demand for participation and spontaneity.”12 The 
New Left sought to overcome potential threats to stability as it extended civ-
il rights and equal political participation to the full population. At the same 
time, active citizens might work for the transformation of representative polit-
ical institutions at the local level. According to Kaufman, “this balanced vision 
stemmed from the liberal tradition, but a liberal tradition of his own making.”13 

In unfolding his argument, Kaufman focuses on John Stuart Mill, Leonard 
Hobhouse, and John Dewey—all liberal theorists who remained distinct from 
Karl Marx; J.S. Mill, L. Hobhouse and J. Dewey. He prefers them because they 
appreciate the damage of capitalist inequalities on democratic values and insti-
tutions. Each of them believes in individual rights, the common good, state in-
tervention to protect the public interest, and political participation as a means 
of educating citizens on the responsibilities of a democracy.14 

As described by Kaufman, radical liberals criticize mainstream liberalism for 
its theoretical base centered on the individual. He defines that base as “the 
protection and promotion of each person’s equal opportunity to develop his 
potentialities as fully as possible,” within the “constraints of civility.”15 Liberals 
seek to create a “society in which each individual has a roughly equal oppor-
tunity to carve out a destiny in conformity with his own nature and delibera-
tive choice.”16 Radical liberals share a number of goals in common with main-
stream liberals. They seek to eliminate poverty and racism, to guarantee full 
employment, to provide adequate housing and medical care, to preserve the 
environment, and to ensure equal access to higher education. However, radi-
cal liberals do not work for these surface goals alone. They aim to reform the 
entire government system by supporting participatory democracy instead of 
indirect representative democracy. Thus, they attempt to keep the government 
in check with direct influence in government decisions for all citizens.17

Kaufman also noted that radical liberals emphasize the need to reevaluate the 
key concepts of liberalism—individualism, private property, and political de-
mocracy. They object to the “contradiction between political democracy which 
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extends human rights, and private property, which abridges human rights.”18 
In order to find a solution of this contradictions they emphasize some key 
concepts to reevaluate. 

According to Peter Lichtenstein, radical liberals espouse six propositions that 
challenge traditional liberal concepts: 

1. Pluralism:19 The autonomous and voluntary associations of people, “in 
which political and economic power are equally shared; a society made up 
multiple centers of power and coalition of peoples with diverse interests.”20

2. Developmental Individualism: Individualism distinct from possessive 
individualism, based on the argument for “human essence not as a con-
sumption of utilities but as the active exertion and development of individ-
ual potentialities.”21

3. Solidarity: A concept similar to the “fraternity” slogan of the French Rev-
olution, and “it implies that we are all in the same boat and must travel in 
the same direction without leaving anyone behind. It contains sentiments 
of anti authoritarianism, and is fundamentally opposed to systems of meri-
tocracy and hierarchy… If everybody is to be free, everybody must be equal-
ly free. My liberty must be consistent with the liberty of others. If some are 
less privileged, they are also unfree to that extent. Without human soli-
darity, inequality and unfreedom would immediately reappear… solidarity 
nukes freedom and equality possible”22.
4. Egalitarianism: Opposition to all social privilege and social oppression, 
and the search for a future in which all individuals are “equally free.”
5. Participatory Democracy: The direct participation of individuals in deci-
sion making in all spheres of social life, not by representative mechanisms.
6. Social Transformation: A belief in both the goal of modern liberalism 
and the need for change in itself. For radical liberals, emancipating people 
from the bondages of tradition and liberating their creative potential is of 
the upmost importance. Egalitarianism, solidarity, democracy, and devel-
opmentalism are all necessary pieces for this emancipation.23 These princi-
ples frame freedom, equality, democracy, and justice in a pluralist under-
standing, developed in the context of post-modernity instead of modernist 
explanations for social happenings in a single way. According to Anthony 
Giddens, “The post-modern outlook has a different ontological perspective 
and sees a plurality of heterogeneous claims to knowledge.”24 Post-modern 
outlook seeks to use science to define single explanations for occurrences 
in life.

The significance of the post-modern perspective is its discussion of various 
subjects and its contributions to their evolution. In the 1970’s and 1980’s, post-
modernists began to debate cultural and religious values in the context of po-
litical equality and freedom, and they revitalized human rights discussions. 
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Even more so after the Cold War’s end, post-modernity mounted a serious 
challenge to traditional liberalism. Their emphasis on cultural values and reli-
gious beliefs lent to further evolution of liberal values. 

In addition, alternative models of economic success and development, as 
seen in China and Brazil, challenged the internationally preeminent West-
ern liberal values. This challenge 
introduced new considerations for 
the formation of a post-Cold War 
world order. In the 2000’s, emer-
gent global powers became increas-
ingly vocal in their demands for a 
stronger position in international 
system. In view of this tension, the 
US sought reform to the global or-
der that would appease subjugated 
countries without diminishing its power. A clear example of this American 
perspective, John Ikenberry warned of a mounting crisis to the liberal world 
order—the very order responsible for America’s international supremacy.25

The argument for significant change to the international order continued un-
der these tense conditions. Political scientist Robert Cox evaluated the pos-
sibility of an overhaul of the world’s current political order, asserting, “The 
contradictions and conflicts that arise within any established structure create 
the opportunity for its transformation into a new structure. This is the simplest 
model of historical change.”26 The victims of the current liberal order express 
these contradictions and conflicts between the international reality and liber-
alism’s core values. For example, at the World Social Forum in 2001, the global 
justice movement aired its frustration with these inconsistencies, and empha-
sized with a rallying cry, “Another world is possible.” 

In search of “another world,” the United Nation’s High-Level Panel on Threats, 
Challenges and Change released its report in December 2004, addressing in-
ternational problems in an intellectual framework. The report appealed for ref-
ormation to the liberal world order, and it had three complementary themes: 
freedom from fear, freedom from want, and the right to live in dignity through 
the rule of law, the concept of Responsibility to Protect, and full respect for 
human rights. To achieve this vision a program of reform was prepared for 
the management processes and institutions of the United Nations.27 This sug-
gestion for international reform opened a “battle ground,” and the 2005 UN 
Summit produced few results satisfactory for anyone. 

This was not the first attempt for reform to the UN. Kofi Annan himself, he 
then UN Secretary-General, promoted reform and supported the agenda pre-
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pared by Maurice Strong in his 1997 paper, “Renewing the United Nations: A 
Programme for Reform.” However, this ambitious project was unsuccessful in 
producing real change. Maurice Strong explained the impediments to his proj-
ect, saying, “[T]he concept of national sovereignty has been immutable, indeed 
a sacred principle of international relations… What is needed is recognition 
of the reality that … it is simply not feasible for sovereignty to be exercised 
unilaterally by individual nation-states, however powerful.”28 Reform attempts 
to the UN’s institutional structure, especially to the UN Security Council, have 
also experienced serious difficulties. In discussion, UN representatives argued 
over two reformed institutional models. Model A offered increases in both the 
permanent and non-permanent membership categories, and Model B sug-
gested an increase in only non-permanent members. India, Brazil, Germa-
ny, Japan, and other countries –“Uniting for Consensus”– had long opposed 
preferential permanent membership category created by the post-World War 
II order. Thus, they supported variations of Model B, in hopes of counter-

acting the UN hierarchy.29 During 
discussions, these countries’ did 
not hide their hostility towards the 
US, arguably the current structure’s 
greatest beneficiary.30 

Critics harp on the UN’s policies 
on impunity, disarmament, and the 
International Criminal Court, but 

they regard its stance on nations’ responsibility to protect as especially weak. 
However, the international community does appear able to agree upon a nor-
mative framework to correct this problem. Countries have designed global 
institutions in a centralized, nation-state style, with the protection of their na-
tional interests in mind. However, these institutions must operate with a global 
mindset in order to confront global challenges. The UN must establish a con-
sensus for a normative framework favoring comprehensive global governance 
that works more than the individual nation interest. 

New liberal ideas about domestic order are critical in considering justice in 
a system of global governance. Left-wing radical democracy and post-colo-
nial subaltern studies offer a nuanced, comprehensive view of a cosmopolitan 
world. According to these approaches, development is a matter for global se-
curity, and the international community -namely globality- is responsible for 
finding a solution. As development has become a priority in the global agenda, 
liberalism has transformed to account for it. Radical liberalism emerged from 
this adaptation of liberal values to a new set of ideas and problems. For exam-
ple, radical liberals have questioned the role of the state in the domestic market 
according to liberal principles of fairness. They argue that the government may 
not intervene in the distribution of the wealth, but they must find a way to help 

Davutoğlu suggests that the 
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poor. Tangentially, radical liberals think that global institutions should exist to 
improve human security and to protect human rights.

Klaus Schwab, the chairman and founder of the World Economic Forum in 
2006, provides insightful analysis of the current challenge to the liberal order. 
He argues that the world urgently needs a better understanding of global in-
terdependence. In his view, reform efforts have only solidified the current or-
der and protected the national interests of powerful countries. Schwab argues 
reforms must instead foster a true global trusteeship.31 He promotes “planeti-
zation,” defined as the mobilization of universal cooperation in the service of 
world governance.32 However, the ineffectiveness of UN reforms impedes the 
realization of this idealistic perspective. 

The entrenched focus of all states on national interests also stands in the way 
of such cosmopolitan ideas. As Hellena de Bress asserts, the cosmopolitan 
understanding emphasizes the need for a single set of fundamental norms of 
justice applies to all individuals, regardless of citizenship. 33 “Cosmopolitans 
generally conclude that we should be concerned about inequality, fairness and 
poverty as a matter of justice internationally, just as we have traditionally been 
concerned about such things as a matter of justice domestically. The statist, by 
contrast, denies that any norms of distributive justice apply across the borders 
of states or nations.”34 Cosmopolitanism centers on democracy and legitimacy, 
and to this end, cosmopolitan reformers of the international system seek to 
create of “concert of democracies”35 instead of alliance system against security 
challenges arose with globalization. They hope nations will rally around dem-
ocratic values and provide a representation of individuals. Thus people work 
for solutions to global problems. 

These efforts to create a political consensus on global norms of politics reflect ef-
forts by John Rawls and Jürgen Habermas to form a rational consensus in place 
of the problematic modus vivendi. Both philosophers promote international 
cooperation and consensus as the guarantee of liberal democratic institutions. 
While Rawls viewed justice as the cornerstone for such a consensus, Habermas 
emphasized the legitimacy. Rawls espoused the concept of justice as fairness, 
based upon stability and citizens’ approval of established institutions. On the 
other hand, Habermas asserted that a consensus could be built upon the legit-
imacy of an impartial democratic system that values the interests of all citizens 
equally. The success of the institutions of complex democratic societies hinges 
upon free and unconstrained public deliberation of all on matters of common 
concern. In this vein, deliberative democracies operate on a rationale based on 
communication and free popular reason, not on the promotion of self interest. 36 

The manipulation of knowledge and language plays a significant role in this 
theoretical conversation. Public discourse is central to the construction of re-



134 Insight Turkey

ZUHAL MERT UZUNERARTICLE

ality. Belgian theorist Chantal Mouffe criticizes the manipulation of language 
and ethics, claiming that deliberative democracy focuses too heavily on mo-
rality and does not recognize the realities of politics. She asserts, “If we accept 
that relations of power are constitutive of the social, then the main question for 
democratic politics is not how to eliminate power but how to constitute forms 
of power more compatible with democratic values.”37 

All of these arguments contribute to the formation of a new phase in human 
history, governed by pluralistic perspectives for a cosmopolitan world. Propo-
nents of this new world order promote respect to differences instead of interna-
tional recognition of a universally unified principles to protect individual free-
doms. There are many threads of this movement. For example, Robert W. Cox 
explains the current state of world politics as post-hegemony, post-globalization 
and post-Westphalia. According to Cox, the developing world order has depart-
ed from traditional Western values for a new political agenda concerned with 
humanity as a whole. Under this new agenda, individual states have changing 
roles in view of a developing political solidarities and eroding sovereignty un-
derstanding.38 Cox founds his analysis on an assumption of historical change in 
world politics. The post-hegemonic dynamic forces the West to understand the 
“Rest” in their own term and to reevaluate its relations with them. Reformers 
seek to establish not only mutual recognition between all actors, but alsoto de-
velop a supra-inter-subjectivity “that would provide a bridge among the distinct 
separate subjectivities of the different coexisting traditions of civilization”39

Consistencies and Contradictions between Davutoğlu  
and Radical Liberalism

In 2002, the Justice and Development Party (JDP) emerged the majority party 
in the general elections. For an Islamist, conservative right-wing party, JDP 
has many liberal qualities and has served as a continuation of previous liber-
al movements, including that of Turgut Özal. Former President Özal is well 
known for his liberal economic reforms in Turkey. Carrying on this legacy, the 
JDP discourse in politics has been dominated by the concepts such as equality, 
republicanism, and parliamentarianism. JDP leaders attribute a relationship 
between governing elites and Western hegemony. They protest the entrenched 
top-down style of government, which subjects the Turkish masses to the will 
of a small political elite, and often to foreign influence. 

In its campaign against the supremacy of the secular elites, the party has or-
ganized a framework of values, similar to those of opposition groups in the 
world politics. The JDP has pushed for increased political representation for 
Turkey’s religious masses, arguing the importance of religious values and re-
spect to for democracy. The JDP has sought to reform national political values 
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according to the beliefs of the Turkish masses—strong beliefs in Islam and a 
different definition of Turkish identity. In this spirit, these political reformers 
introduced a new vision for Turkey as a representative Islamic civilization with 
secular democratic framework. 

Under this new definition, Turkey no longer serves as a bridge between West-
ern countries and Middle Eastern and Asiatic countries, and instead acts as 
center in itself. The country aims to play a significant role in the construction 
of the new world order, according to justice, freedom, and human rights. In 
order to promote these qualities, the JDP fixates on promoting great reforms. 
In the definition of the Turkey’s new identity and new global role, the party 
reflects on history of Turkey as it considers reform to international standards. 

The JDP unifies Islamic values and Turkish national culture in its vision of a 
new country.40 Party leaders describe the Ottoman Empire as the highest form 
of Islamic civilization in history, and they bestow upon Turkey the duty of up-
holding this legacy. In the interest of upholding the legacy of Islamic civiliza-
tion, Turkey will take on a significant role in the new world order. The JDP has 
developed a foreign policy stance criticizing the modern view of world affairs, 
which describes a global system based on a diversity of interests and opin-
ions between higher and lower sources of solidarities. Their ideas have sparked 
intellectual discussions in the international community, and they have found 
parallels with radical liberal discourse. For example, Abdullah Gül states, “Tur-
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key is in a position to be an intermediary that can promote universal values 
shared with the West, such as democracy, human rights, the supremacy of the 
law and a market economy in the region.” 41

In this effort to integrate Turkish values with those of the international com-
munity, Ahmet Davutoğlu played a major role as a leading thinker in Turkish 
foreign policy. Beginning in 2002, Davutoğlu began serving as a foreign policy 
advisor, until he became Turkish Foreign Minister in 2009. Due to his back-
ground in academia, his terminology when discussing international relations 
varies from that of the average politician. He often receives criticism for being 
overly theoretical. Yet, he has a deep knowledge of the subject matter, and he 
applies academic concepts to form policy for real world situations. In view of 
his education and insight, Davutoğlu offers discourse more thought-provok-
ing than any other Turkish politician in recent history. 

From one point of view, Davutoğlu’s ideas about world politics fit the mold 
of radical liberalism. He frequently references central liberal principles, in-
cluding multilateralism, human rights, and pluralism. Davutoğlu observes 
a transforming system of world politics, and he has reorganized the Turkish 
Foreign Ministry with respect to this new dynamic.42 He also reflects the lib-
eral agenda in his attention to global threats and to opportunities for global 
humanitarianism. 

On the other hand, Davutoğlu’s references to Ottoman legacy and its Islamic 
affiliations do not promote liberal attitudes. He links Turkey’s identity to its 
distinctive history and geographical location, and he attributes the country’s 
potential as a dynamic regional and global actor to these two factors.43 He crit-
icizes Turkey’s traditional foreign policy stance as having barred the country 
from claiming a stronger international position. Davutoğlu frequently discuss-
es world politics in terms of paradigmatic shifts, and he focuses especially on 
the crises of the post-WWII liberal world order and the resulting challenges 
for other civilizations including the Islam.44 

Davutoğlu has set the new agenda for Turkish foreign policy:

…in nine years Turkey has experienced a revolution in foreign policy mindset.… 
even the university youth of 60’s 70’s in Turkey had different ideological perspec-
tives, all we had a dream to have a much different Turkey and much different world. 
What lies at the root of search of a different Turkey was independent, dignified 
country which pays its way. Both leftists or Islamists had such a dream…some 
called the dream as Great East, some says fully independent Turkey and the other 
called as Great Turkey as a part of their conceptualization. And for Turkey, our 
dream was creation of an order based on equality and justice and against repres-
sion, exploitation, imposition. Now we try to make these two dreams real.45 
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His explanations about Turkish foreign policy underline the need for another 
role and identity for Turkey different than the role during the Cold War years. 
In addition, he defines his reformative perspective in harmony with intellectu-
al accumulation of Turkish political life. Additionally, he defines he mentions 
universal moral framework by underlining importance of equality and justice 
that are important in radical liberal literature, too.

As discussed earlier, Peter Lichtenstein has identified the six key principles of 
radical liberals with relation to globalized world politics. An analysis of each of 
his principles helps to illuminate Davutoğlu’s relationship to radical liberalism.

Pluralism: From Davutoğlu’s viewpoint, pluralism is essential for the recogni-
tion of different beliefs and respectful coexistence. The international communi-
ty must embrace pluralism in order to create global solidarity for the common 
good of humanity. In this vein, Davutoğlu argues, “Over time, the presentation 
of the Muslim world as a potential enemy has also resulted in encouraging 
oppressive political tendencies in Muslim countries for the sake of preserving 
Western interests and thus exempting the Muslim 
world from enjoying the universality of democratic 
values.”46 This observation demonstrates Davutoğ-
lu’s desire for equality throughout the world, and his 
emphasis on pluralism in order to elevate the vic-
tims of the global order. According to the Frankfurt 
School, radical democracy seeks participation and 
representation at every level of administration, in 
order to improve the world order and to rectify the 
problems of disadvantaged groups. Radical democ-
racy supporters call for the UN to promote reforms 
for equal representation between nations, in the 
manner of a global parliament. In this way, under-
privileged countries would achieve an international 
voice with which to improve their well-being. This line of thinking embodies 
the search for a more liberal liberalism, and Davutoğlu frequently expresses 
his support for similar reforms to the UN system. In addition, Prime Minister 
Erdoğan regularly criticizes the organization of the UN Security Council as 
violating democratic ideals.

Supporters of pluralism demands respect for different cultures and different 
ideologies, and they seek to restructure the world order according to this prin-
ciple. This new order would also operate on a more cosmopolitan set of values. 
It would support equal representation and radical democracy in order to per-
mit disadvantaged groups to express their views in the formation of new global 
humanitarian values. From a similar viewpoint, Davutoğlu criticizes the cur-
rent world order, centered on modernity and Western values, as a crisis.47 An 
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ideology preferential of the West, modernity emerged as a European phenom-
enon, and continued to prosper in America. However, as the concept spread 
to other parts of the world, especially the new economic centers of Hong Kong 

and Singapore, it began to lose its Western meaning. 
Thus, globalization overturned the traditional ide-
ology of modernity, and brought about a search for 
a new definition. Post-modernism emerged in this 
vacuum, assuming the existence of opinions at a lo-
cal level as the base of pluralism. However, Davutoğ-
lu argues that post-modernity is a cynical reaction, 
incapable of producing a productive world order. He 
suggests the new world order must go further than 
pluralism, and he believes that a post-modern new 
world order would lead only to despotism. 

Davutoğlu believes the creation of a common nor-
mative framework will establish improved global 
trusteeship, communication, and the resulting col-
laboration with multilateralism will bring about 

solutions to world problems. In this way, Davutoğlu’s perspective appears 
highly similar to Habermas’ consensus concept. Like Habermas, he supports 
the creation of global norms to promote consensus between different civili-
zations and value systems. They both view multilateralism as the solution to 
global disorder. 

Davutoğlu suggests that the US, as leader of the current global system, should 
rally other countries around new philosophical reform. He argues that the tra-
ditionally Western order is no longer Western, but cosmopolitan. In view of 
this transition, the world order faces the issue of internalization of cosmopol-
itan values by all actors. Assuming that the US cooperates with reform and 
supports the representation of all countries, the global system will survive with 
necessary changes. 

According to Davutoğlu, the new global norms should be universal and re-
spectful of the values of all civilizations, and not only the West. This perspec-
tive is related with feeling as a part of either of the Eastern and Islamic world. 
In many of their speeches, Prime Minister Erdoğan and Foreign Minister 
Davutoğlu have mentioned civilization as an essential part of Turkish political 
identity. In the definition of this particular civilization they have emphasized 
the importance of Islamic values. 

For this purpose, Davutoğlu espouses a cosmopolitan understanding from 
pluralist perspective of Islam. He argues that Muslims must play an important 
role in the recreation of the world consensus, and that Islamic values should be 
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represented in the new around a common normative framework. He asserts, 
“It is not important to create concepts which are meaningful only in their own 
world, but it is important to create reflection of these concepts outside of it.”48 
The United Nations Alliance of Civilization (UNAOC) initiative serves as a 
good example of this sentiment. Turkey and Spain serve as co-chairs of the 
UNAOC, and Davutoğlu welcomes this responsibility as a way to raise the 
level of international tolerance and mutual understanding.49

Although these foreign policy ideas might be circuitous for Turkey’s national 
interests, Davutoğlu emphasizes the importance of these reforms for Turkey’s 
global position for the future. He argues that the upheaval of the entrenched 
world order brought a historical change and inevitably improvements. As an 
example, the ruling nationalist ideology of nations across the globe stands out 
to him as an issue requiring major reform because it is unable to solve new 
domestic and global sociopolitical problems. From an ontological perspective, 
Davutoğlu questions the international standard of the nation-state and its so-
cial structures. Therefore, his perspective is similar with new medievalism no-
tion of Hedley Bull with references to rising overlapping authorities, multiple 
loyalties and universalistic claims as challenges of globalization. 50 Davutoğlu 
blames nationalism with the destruction of unity between different ethnicities, 
and he criticizes artificiality of national barriers.51 He believes in a natural to-
getherness of the people in Turkey’s region, and he sees the current disorder 
under nationalism as unnatural, and thus temporary. He predicts departure 
from the current nationalist dynamic in the near future.

As mentioned earlier, Davutoğlu frequently references the Ottoman past as 
an essential piece of Turkey’s identity. For this reason, he receives criticism for 
having a retrospective view of historical change and an unrealistic vision for 
pax ottomanica. In actuality, in order to explain the current search for a new 
world order, he refers to Arab Muslim historiographer Ibn Haldun’s idea of cy-
clical historical change of civilizations, an alternative to the linear understand-
ing of history. From this angle, Davutoğlu argues that Western civilization has 
begun another decline, while the East has entered an upswing. He believes 
that over time the world changes for the benefit of less powerful people, as Ibn 
Haldun asserts in his assabiyya concept. Davutoğlu refers to the ex-Ottoman 
territories as belonging to a common culture on the rise, with Turkey as its 
center. These beliefs fall under the so called neo-Ottomanism. In defense of 
his beliefs, Davutoğlu responds to his critics with explanations of expanded 
identity in terms of regional realities: 

I have dreamed to bring Bosniac and Serbian Ministers together in the Balkans; 
to bring the groups in conflict together who are the members of the same cultur-
al basin; to help oppressed people of the underdeveloped countries who live in 
problem of hunger and many difficulties.….when we realized Summit of the Least 
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Developed Countries last year, when we went to Somalia and Arakan to embrace 
with the victims, we were acting for the same dream of justice for all humanity. 
When we opened Embassies in Central and South Africa, Latin America and East 
Asia which have never been under the Ottoman rule we neglected them as missing 
link for realizing our dreams for our country. If they describe all these ideals as 
Neo-Ottomanism, this is their opinion, not mine.52

Despite the conservative reputation of pan-Ottomanism, Davutoğlu expresses 
his desire for a broad, cosmopolitan cultural framework based on multilateral-
ism. This sentiment aligns him with radical liberalism. He solidifies his liberal 
ties in his efforts to engage with the global order by encouraging reform and 
transformation. He also espouses a cosmopolitan view more than pluralistic 
one that encouraging only respect and coexistence with respect to cultural 
and ideological differences. He refers also need to promote global normative 
understanding as a common set of values of all humanity. Thus, despite his 
references to Islam, Davutoğlu does not fit the mold of conservatism and rad-
ical Islamism, because he underline need to communicate and collaborate for 
cosmopolitan future.

Developmental Individualism: “Human” is the central word to Davutoğlu’s 
explanation of world politics in the context of Islam. In his eyes, human dig-
nity has the upmost importance, and the individual cannot be regarded only 
as a subject to global and national administration. Davutoğlu has described 
the culture of individualistic consumption as a disgrace to humanity. He be-
lieves that social mechanisms should have a foundation in an accepted set of 
values representative of nature of the human being.53 He once said, “human 
nature is not based on the consumption of utilities, but on the development 
of personal potential.”54 Intellectuals and political actors must arrange a global 
framework with recognition of these qualities of humanity. Just like modern 
liberals, Davutoğlu views the human mind and capacity as the cornerstone 
for designing the world’s political future. In view of these liberal ideas, he ap-
pears to align with Richard Falk and those behind World Orders Model Proj-
ect (WOMP), who work to design a model of world governance for a fair world 
in order. Similarly to Davutoğlu, Falk promotes bottom-up globalization and 
global reforms for world governance fora just world order—ideas central to 
developmental individualism.55 

Solidarity: Since the globalization in world politics, international threats and 
exchanges have proven that a country’s isolation from the rest of the world is 
impossible. In view of this reality, all people face the same uncertainty, and  
they must work with one another for the benefit of the others, and themselves. 
As Peter Singer asserts, well-being and welfare of everyone is a crucial matter 
for the peace and security on the earth. This perspective encourages a glob-
al community based on the values of freedom, equality, justice/fairness. In 
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Turkey, references to solidarity as a 
concept differs from that of radical 
liberalism, as Turkish officials fre-
quently uses solidarity term in the 
context of cooperation and collabo-
ration in bilateral relations for spe-
cific purposes. However, without 
using the term of solidarity, they 
refer equality, justice, human rights 
and freedom as crucial elements for global cooperation especially about Pal-
estinian question. In their considerations of this instance of global division, 
Turkish officials regularly refer to inequality and injustice in Palestine as a ma-
jor impediment to peace in the Middle East.56

However, Turkish foreign policy officials frequently blame the liberal estab-
lishment for rising global economic inequality and inability of the liberal in-
stitutions to find a solution. As it is in the case of starvation in Somalia, inter-
national community could not be organized to help starving children. In one 
effort to counteract this inability, the Turkish government intervened in the 
Somali crisis, in keeping with Kantian ethics, help just because they are hu-
man. In addition, prominent JDP leaders have frequently accused the Western 
world of not adopting the Rawlsian view of justice as fairness. Turkish officials 
assert that helping the victims of poverty is an obligation, promoting subaltern 
and post-colonial perspectives, and fairness at a very basic level. From this 
view, there is need for a global governance work to balance the inequalities 
resulting from Rawls’ ideas. 

The Platform of the Least Developed Countries offers another view of these 
issues of inequality.57 Although the platform does not stress the same concept 
of solidarity verbatim, it considers international problems of stagnated devel-
opment and economic inequality as related to global disunity. The Turkish 
Foreign Ministry takes the issue of terrorism very seriously, and it views ter-
rorism as an extension of this polarization and inequality of development.58 
The Turkish government considers the concept of human security a matter of 
upmost importance for international attention. Specifically, Turkish officials 
urge coordinated, international action in response to terrorism, poverty, cli-
mate change, internet freedom, and nuclear proliferation.59 In order to find 
solutions to such issues, and to promote sustainable development, the inter-
national community must sustain a dialogue on peace, security, democracy, 
human rights, multilateralism, and diplomacy. Therefore, Davutoğlu urges the 
international community to work together on a basis of solidarity.60 He and 
other Turkish officials call for a system of international and regional multilat-
eralism, based on an established set of values, in order to encourage common 
action. As such, Turkey adopted the Charter of the Organization, which seeks 
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to establish solidarity and cooperation among Islamic States in the political, 
economic, cultural, scientific, and social spheres.61 

Egalitarianism: Egalitarianism is essential for freedom and equality. In this 
spirit, Davutoğlu says, “For me, an egalitarian, participatory, and synthesiz-
ing world order is the only viable answer in overcoming the current global 
challenges.”62 He emphasizes his faith in the power of egalitarianism between 
different states and cultures. 

The Muslim peoples have experienced many difficulties, and the JDP views 
egalitarianism as the natural step to counteract the human rights violations 
against them, which were most prevalent immediately following 9/11. Davu-
toğlu believes that Turkey has the greatest potential to represent Islamic civili-
zation and values on the world stage. He frequently refers to Islamic literature 
in terms of human rights and equality, and he sees the existing definition of 
human rights as consistent with, and essential to, Islamic values. Thus, the JDP 
relies on law-governed regimes and liberties, just as radical liberals do. Davu-
toğlu goes further to analyze Turkey as a country egalitarian in its legislative 

order, but falling short in its stance 
of women rights.63 

The Turkish judicial system has 
run into many problems of equali-
ty and justice. Even leading politi-
cal figures have noted Turkish law’s 
troubling inequality with reference 
to political and ideological affilia-
tions. Turkish law is also lacking in 

its protection of individual rights, especially those of minorities. The JDP takes 
issue with these shortcomings in egalitarianism. Party members accept indi-
vidualism as a liberal way of promoting liberty, and they view it as an import-
ant Islamic value, especially in the promotion of solidarity. However, they have 
problems about egalitarianism for minority opposition groups. 

Leaders of the JDP frequently speak out against the minority’s domination of 
the majority in Turkey. In this spirit, they characterize their party as a trans-
formative political movement for the common people of Turkey, who by and 
large support the JDP. The JDP calls for a resurgence of the social majority’s 
conscience and respect for social values, in order to form a foundation for 
improved democracy within the country. In this way, the party supports the 
individual rights of the majority. Additionally, the JDP government enacted 
changes in the property rights of religious minorities as in took away during 
the previous governments. On the other hand the toleration of opposition 
groups can be problematic, as they sometimes pose a threat to national order 
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and well-being according to the JDP. In Turkish political culture, there exists a 
negative connotation to opposition groups, and the Turkish conservative tra-
dition prefers the protection of the majority to that of the individual. Radical 
democrats would not view this tendency as egalitarian, and even classical lib-
eralism would find objection. 

Participatory democracy: Supporters of participatory democracy call for di-
rect participation of individuals in decision-making mechanisms at all levels. 
They see the existence of parliamentary government and universal suffrage as 
insufficient. These radical democrats believe in participation beyond the clas-
sical democratic representation mechanisms, and they place an emphasis on 
local government and civil society initiatives. They promote a more developed 
form of representation with expanded political rights and freedoms. 

In the case of JDP and Davutoğlu, free parliamentary elections and people’s 
representation through political parties are the core of democracy. While rad-
ical democracy asks something more, in the JDP view, the stability and order 
of democracy depends upon the representation of the majority as the source 
of legitimacy. In discussions about the Arab Spring, the Turkish government 
emphasizes that freedom and democracy depend on the establishment of free 
elections and representative government, in place of elitist systems. According 
to Davutoğlu, Arab states have shown that stability is meaningless in the ab-
sence of a social legitimacy based on the rule of law, human rights, transparen-
cy, accountability, and equality.64 He asserts the need for reform in Arab gov-
ernments to accommodate the aspirations of its citizens, in order to promote 
regional security and stability. In view of these ideas, JDP sympathizers view 
the party as a government for the masses, instead of select elites. The party 
also emphasizes the need to incorporate popular Islamic groups and struc-
tures as part of a government’s democratic system. Still, Davutoğlu maintains 
his support for an improved liberal order based on equality and liberty. For 
this reason, he labeled the Arab Spring as a time of true “spring” and “change.” 
However, he cautions against formulaic solutions, “Change and dynamics dif-
fer from one country to the other. Therefore, a ‘one size fits all’ approach can-
not be applied to the countries in transition.”65

These ideas promote the freedom of the masses and protection from author-
itarianism. Radical liberals differ from Davutoğlu and the JDP in their insis-
tence on the representation of all individuals, even minority opposition groups. 

Social transformation: Every human being has the potential to change himself 
and his environment—a belief at the core of social constructivism. In order to 
have such an effect, people must have the benefit of freedom, based on egalitar-
ianism, solidarity, democracy, and developmentalism. In this context, Davu-
toğlu and the Foreign Ministry emphasize the issue of underdevelopment in 
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the third world and the need for reform in effected countries. He asserts the 
responsibility of developed countries to find solutions to the localized prob-
lems of underprivileged countries. He claims that these local difficulties pose 
threats to peace for the entire world. In this spirit, President Abdullah Gül pro-
moted social transformation as an essential concept for confronting problems 
in Africa. The president claimed, “The international community has a respon-
sibility to contribute to the democratic, economic and social transformation 
processes of African countries, and Turkey has made a great effort to provide 
such support.”66

Conclusion

In the new millennium, change and reform have emerged as two preeminent 
concepts in Turkish political discourse. Turkish thinkers have emphasized 
the importance of democracy and human rights as the foundation of legiti-
mate political activities. For a long time, left-wing movements have referred 
to equality and justice as two critical concepts for the promotion of a com-
prehensive democratic consensus. These two concepts have a central role in 
neo-liberal discourse about the future liberal order. 

Liberal ideas progressed with the communication revolution that emphasized 
by the Frankfurt School raised important questions about reform for a more 
just world order through more participation and negotiation. These consid-
eration of the world order have dominated the discourse of both radical lib-
eralism and Davutoğlu’s Islamic view. Both perspectives include this focus on 
the world stage in hopes of establishing an improved power distribution and 
global justice, on the basis of human rights. Although total equality is a very 
ambitious goal, global cooperation should be able to establish fairness as a 
central part of the political order. This fervor for freedom, democracy, and 
justice has been at the core of radical liberalism’s emergence in world politics. 
Assistance to underdeveloped countries has become an especially important 
idea for the protection of global order and security. 

Taking part in this effort, Turkey has pushed for an improved world order 
through diplomacy and multilateralism. Diverging from radical liberalism, 
Turkish leaders imagine a world order based on an ideological perspective in-
cluding Islamist and conservative ideas. Turkey speaks for the interests of Mus-
lim people, especially those who have been victimized. In search of a consensus, 
JDP leaders have promoted the establishment of a global value system, combin-
ing the Western values with the values of other groups, such as the Muslims. 

Davutoğlu’s foreign policy ideology has both consistencies and contradictions 
with radical liberalism, and he does not qualify as a pure radical liberal. On 
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one hand, he has starkly liberal tendencies. He promotes reform in world pol-
itics, and he questions the current global order for its concert of democracies, 
in place of true liberalism. His foreign policy perspective includes new ideas 
belonging to Liberal Internationalism 3.0, and he has introduced several radi-
cal liberal ideas into international discussion. Thus, his ideas for change differ 
from the views of Turgut Özal with parallels to radical liberalism. As a repre-
sentative of Turkey, Davutoğlu aspires to play a prominent role in the forma-
tion of a new global order and consensus. While there remain continuities with 
the previous Turkish foreign policy stance, including the attention to national 
interests and rationalism, Foreign Minister Davutoğlu has redefined Turkish 
olicy with a complex blend of radical liberalism and conservative Islamism. 
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