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ABSTRACT This article examines how the European elite views new parame-
ters of Turkey’s increasing activism in the Middle East with special empha-
sis on county’s role in the Middle East in the context of claims of shift of
axis on ideological grounds and Turkey’s relations with the EU, Iran and
Israel. It is demonstrated the emerging European perception among policy
analysts and scholars regarding Turkish foreign policy is generally positive,
and recent changes do not mean a shift in country’s foreign policy orien-
tation. Turkey is still perceived to be part of the Western alliance, but it is
now seen more confident in taking initiatives and more eager to develop a
regional approach.

economic influence in its surrounding regions. The country’s increased
international profile has generated a wide range of intellectual debate
on Turkish foreign policy both in academic and policy circles.

OVer the last decade, Turkey has significantly expanded its political and

Turkey’s historical identification with Europe, and its continuing attempt to
join the EU, has made most people in Turkey define the West with Europe.
Yet, debates over how the West views the continuity and change in the AK
Party’s foreign policy have mostly focused on American viewpoints. Euro-
pean perceptions of contemporary Turkish foreign policy have been largely
ambiguous and confusing. In Turkey, too, discussions of how Turkish foreign
policy is perceived in the West have generally focused on the American read-
ing, neglecting transatlantic differences in perceptions of Turkey, and lump-
ing together American viewpoints as the Western perspective. It is, however,
of great importance that a distinction be made between European and Amer-
ican perceptions of Turkish foreign policy under the AK Party. The objective
of this article is to analyze European policy analysts’ perceptions of Turkish
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claimed

Turkey’s attempts to base its foréigél policy during the AK Party

foreign policy agenda on such period

regions as the Middle East, This study is based on an analysis

the Caucuses, and the Balkans of 32 in-depth interviews and some
A additional online interviews with

through a criticism of the West representatives and academics of

do not reflect a shiftin its foreign the leading think-tanks, universities
policy orientation as often

and state institutions based in the
United Kingdom, France and Ger-
many. We are aware that the study
might include certain biases due to
the use of only data collected in these three countries as way to understand a
broader perception among European elites. These three countries were select-
ed in large part because they are the major countries guiding European foreign
policy. The interviewees were also selected with careful consideration in order
to capture different perspectives and a wide spectrum of political opinions in
the research. Interviewees were asked standardized questions in order to grasp
the overall perceptions, and answers were grouped thematically.

General Perspectives on Turkish Foreign Policy

As a staunch NATO ally whose actions were easy to predict, Turkey did not
attract much attention as a foreign policy actor until a decade ago. The increas-
ing activism in Turkey’s foreign policy and the greater number of initiatives
taken by Turkish civil society organizations, as well as by business circles, have
increased interest in the subject in Europe. Turkey’s assertive foreign policy
had initially led to anxiety over perceived changes in the country. As former
Swedish Foreign Minister Carl Bildt observes, “for some, it has been difficult to
digest the change of Turkey from a passive partner to the more active role Tur-
key is playing now”! After overcoming initial surprise at Turkey’s rapid shift
of vision, Europeans have developed a deeper understanding of Turkey, with
discussions of its foreign policy becoming subtler and better informed.

The general perception of Turkish foreign policy under the AK Party is pos-
itive in Europe.? The majority of the respondents consider Turkey a strategic
partner that cannot be ignored in diplomatic developments in its neighboring
regions.’ This is mostly seen as an asset, rather than a liability, for European
interests, especially in regions such as the Middle East where Europe seems to
struggle with decreasing leverage and a perceived lack of reliability.

The question of what drives Turkey’s foreign policy has become a controversial
subject over the last few years among scholars and commentators. Several argu-
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ments have been developed that feature a direct link between the AK Party’s Isla-
mist roots and Turkey’s opening to the Arab world. First of all, European policy
analysts recognize the role of religion in shaping the party’s ideology and outlook;
in this sense, they think that the AK Party’s Islamic background has an effect
on how it approaches foreign policy. However, the party’s ideology cannot be
reduced to Islam only; religion is only one aspect of broader set of factors, such
as culture, beliefs, emotions, social experiences and norms, interpretation of his-
tory, and international reality, that constitute the AK Party’s vision of the world.*

The main characteristic of perceived change in Turkish foreign policy in the
European mindset is that it is now more interest-oriented and independent in
the sense that the country does not limit its foreign policy to the Western alli-
ance only but seeks more of a diversified foreign policy.” Europeans are mostly
aware that the evolution of Turkish foreign policy has been a rational process
as the post-Cold War security structure has provided Turkey with an oppor-
tunity to have a more flexible and independent foreign policy. Therefore, the
dominant European view is that change is not necessarily an AK Party phe-
nomenon; rather it is a consequence of emerging global and domestic devel-
opments.® However, the AK Party has speeded up the process and added its
special manner and style to it.

Although the overall image of Turkey’s recent foreign policy is positive in Eu-
rope, it is not without questions and confusion, which is not due to the intensi-
ty of the activism or the degree of independence in foreign policy. Activism does
not make Turkey’s image in Europe a more positive or negative one. European
scholars do not see Turkey’s attempts at pursuing a more independent policy
in its regional environment as a source of concern. Instead, they highlight the
need for making a distinction between some American analysts, who might be
“resentful” over Turkey’s independent foreign policy, and Europeans, who are
rather confused and uncomfortable with the tone and manner of that activism
and independence.” Emotional remarks and the language of Turkish politi-
cians and their stridently autonomous attitude feed the skepticism about what
kind of a partner Turkey would be to Europe.?

Turkey’s attempts to base its foreign policy agenda on such regions as the Mid-
dle East, the Caucuses, and the Balkans through a criticism of the West do not
reflect a shift in its foreign policy orientation as often claimed. The European
approach, in this respect, is more nuanced and sophisticated. Except on some
issues like Iran, Europeans have developed a more objective and holistic ap-
proach towards the diversification of Turkish foreign policy under the AK Par-
ty. This approach has remained the same to a large extent even after the Arab
Spring. The section below explores the questions of what European policy an-
alysts make of the major discussion topics on Turkish foreign policy over the
last few years, and how the Arab Spring has affected these perceptions.

OF TURKISH FOREIGN POLICY
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A Cautious Approach towards the Shift of Axis Claims

One of the most controversial subjects of debate on Turkish foreign policy over
the last decade has been the country’s alleged “shift of axis.” Interpreting Tur-
key’s recent foreign policy activism and visibility in the Middle East as reflect-
ing a shift in the foreign policy axis of the country, scholars following this view
have argued that Turkey’s AK Party government is orienting the country away
from the West towards a closer alignment with Muslim countries on ideo-
logical grounds. While discussions on Turkey’s shift of axis have been more
intense in the United States, these views have found broad coverage in Europe
as well. The European understanding of the shift of axis debate has been, how-
ever, more nuanced. European scholars do not seem to agree with simplistic
and selective basis upon which shift of axis arguments have been built.

According to Europeans, substantial changes in Turkey’s foreign policy have
taken place during the AK Party rule; however, these changes do not reflect
a shift in country’s foreign policy orientation. Turkey is still perceived to be
part of the Western alliance, but it is now more eager to develop a regional
approach. Given the impressive economic growth rate of the country, it is not
surprising that Turkey now feels more confident in taking initiatives, even if
they are at odds with European policies. This, in the European perspective,
does not suggest a total disconnect or departure from the West, but a tendency
towards relative independence in foreign policy.’

Turkey’s concentration on its eastern and southeastern borders as well as on
the Arab Spring, however, has caused some Europeans to give more credit to

130 INSIGHT TURKEY



EUROPEAN VIEWS OF TURKISH FOREIGN POLICY

the shift of axis claims. Turkey’s decision to allow the stationing of the NATO
missile shield in its territory has lessened concerns, but the final blow to the
shift of axis argument came with the spread of Arab uprisings into Syria and
the resulting disagreement between Turkey and Iran, which was contrary
to the general view that emphasized
the ideological parameters in Turkey’s

Tu rkey is still Middle East policy.

percelved to be The critical question for the European
part of the Western scholars, however, is where the West
alliance, butiitis How stapds o Tl.lrki)ys hSt. of for-

eign policy priorities.”® In this sense,
now more eager to the intensity of its involvement in its
dEVElOp a region al eastern neighborhood and the stalled

accession process has created confu-
approaCh sion in Europe on whether Turkey is
still committed to the multi-regional
foreign policy objectives that Davutoglu had set in motion. Reflective of this
viewpoint, an analyst from Britain states that “it is not a question of whether
Turkey is departing from the West; it is rather a question of whether Turkey
is departing from the regional hub idea it instigated a few years ago”!" This
comment implies that Turkey’s foreign policy activism is heavily concentrated
on the Middle East, seemingly at the expense of other regions. Three major
factors, Turkey’s overall foreign policy rhetoric, issues in its Middle East policy,
and the state of relations with the European Union, are considered potential
question marks regarding the extent to which Turkey is now willing to coop-
erate with the West.

Seen from Europe, Turkey’s criticism of the West in non-Western forums is
worrisome. A leading British analyst maintains that Turkey—as a country that
has been a beneficiary of Western security order and history—undermines its
reliability when it manifests itself as a non-Western actor.'? European scholars
widely acknowledge that Turkey acts pragmatically in making use of its unique
geographic position and its cultural and historical bonds to both Eastern and
Western identities. However, manifestations of its “eastern identity” that ap-
pear confrontational to the West create a perception that a shift of balance
might be taking place.

Turkey’s image as a competing power appears to be confirmed when Turkish
leaders level strong criticism against Western double standards, highlighting
the West’s at times destructive impact on the development of formerly colo-
nized regions. Turkey, in doing so, portrays itself as an alternate actor to the
traditional Western powers, while also presenting itself as a guardian of the
formerly colonized, the Third World, Muslims and Turks against outside inter-
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West

Eu ropean observers ference. European observers warn that the anti-West-

warn that the anti-
Western undertones world, where there is already deep suspicion against

ern undertones in Turkish leaders’ rhetoric may
benefit Turkey in the short term in the non-Western

in Turkish leaders’ the West. But in the long term, this approach may lead
hetori b fit to weaker ties with the West."?

rnetoric may bene

Tu rkey in the short The style of Turkish foreign policy is another aspect

term in the non- of confusion in Europe. The public expression of

friendship with and support for some of the region’s

Western world. But most “anti-Western” figures and groups has been a
in the lon g term, this constant irritant to EU leaders.* Some feel that Tur-

key, intentionally or not, puts itself diplomatically

approaCh may lead to in difficult positions."” Turkey’s criticism of Western
weaker ties with the actors has become more visible and intense over the

last couple of years, especially with the Arab Spring

and its spread to Syria. Turkish Prime Minister Er-
dogan, on many occasions, has slammed the West and Western institutional
structures like the UN Security Council for their inaction on Syria, and de-
manded their reform in a way to serve the interests and needs of the devel-
oping world.

Ambiguities stemming from the rhetoric and style of Turkish foreign poli-
cy have given rise to questions on whether Turkey wants to cooperate with
Europe, how relevant to Turkey the issues on which Europe deems cooper-
ation important, and what kind of partner is Turkey going to be for Europe.
Many argue that these questions arise mainly because of Turkey’s ambiguous
foreign policy objectives. Some scholars counter that the ambiguities sur-
rounding Turkish-EU cooperation in foreign policy originate with the EU
itself. One British analyst argues that “the main problem is that EU foreign
policy is weak in many regions Turkey operates; even if Turkey wanted to
align itself to EU policy, it would not work at the moment—so why blame
Turkey?”'¢

Turkey’s Middle East Policy: Between Doubt and Hope

As noted earlier, the overall perception of Turkish foreign policy towards the
Middle East is positive in Europe. Europeans see Turkey’s regional activism
as significant, especially since the West struggles with an entrenched prob-
lem of being seen as unreliable in the Middle East. Europeans believe that
common interests between Turkey and the Middle Eastern countries are the
mainspring of the relations between them. In other words, it is not Islamist
aspirations and visions that have driven Turkey’s recent external opening
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to the Middle East; it is rather economic considerations that have driven
relations.

Nonetheless, a good number of European scholars are often stuck between
hope and doubt regarding Turkey’s response to the Arab Spring. Turkey was
ahead of the game when Erdogan, as the first leader in Europe and the Middle
East, called on Egyptian leader Mubarak to heed the legitimate demands of the
Egyptian people and step down. This move increased Turkey’s profile as the
most sensible power broker in the region. However, Turkey’s position on Libya
was seen as inconsistent.'” Erdogan’s quick call on Mubarak to leave was easy,
as Turkey did not have strong relations with the Mubarak regime in the first
place; however, when it came to Libya, a country with which Turkey had great
economic interests, it was far more difficult.

Others find Turkey’s hesitations about intervention through hastily formed co-
alition forces fair.'® With visible disagreements among European partners, the
Turks were not the only ones to have voiced its reluctance for military opera-
tion in Libya. So, as one German analyst asks, “was there a real European unity
that Turkey diverged from?”" Turkey, in this sense, just like other countries,
made adjustments to its Libyan policy in light of the emerging reality.

On Syria, the Turkish approach is very much in line with Europe and it is
committed to gradual democratization and to the integrity of the Syrian ter-
ritory against sectarian and ethnic civil conflicts. Given the Russian and Chi-
nese opposition to the adoption of sanctions at the United Nations, Turkey’s
decision to have unilateral sanctions has aligned Ankara more closely with
the West.

The strong stance taken by Ankara against the Assad regime—which includes
such steps as giving overt support to the Syrian opposition, basing the Syrian
National Council in Istanbul, pressing for the international recognition of the
Syrian National Council, and organizing both civilian and military opposi-
tion—has put Turkey ahead of Western actors who have adopted a more cau-
tious approach. Turkey’s Syrian policy, according to a British scholar, seems
to confirm the country’s more independent foreign policy tone over the last
couple of years.” Turkey, once again, is considered to be signaling to the world
that it has a big stake in the future of the Middle East, and that the West needs
to reckon and cooperate with it.

Overall, Turkey is also perceived to have been quite sophisticated in its attempt
to steer a line between the regimes and the peoples in the region. However,
Turkish leaders” assumption that they could persuade non-compliant autocrat-
ic rulers to heed the legitimate demands of their people and to pave the way for
democratic transition has been found to be naive.*

OF TURKISH FOREIGN POLICY
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Relations with Iran

Over the last decade, Turkey has not only intensified its diplomatic relations
with Iran, but also has expanded economic contacts with the country. Official-
ly, Turkey opposes Iran’s nuclear activities; however, Turkey sees less risk from
Iran’s nuclear program than European countries do. As a result, to solve this
problem Turkey prefers diplomatic engagement to economic sanctions and
military action. In line with this position, Turkey and Brazil struck a deal with
Iran in 2010. The deal, known as the Tehran Declaration, came as a surprise to
the West; meanwhile, international consensus on imposing sanctions on Iran
was attained between the US, Europe, Russia and China, and in June 2010 the
UN Security Council approved a new round of sanctions against Iran, with
Turkey and Brazil voting against the sanctions.

Turkish-Iranian relations have been one of the most controversial subjects
in Turkey’s Middle East policy. While there is an understanding that Turkey
needs to maintain good relations with Iran for a number of reasons, the nucle-
ar swap deal is considered by some to have been a step too far on the part of
Turkey.?” This perception prevails in Britain and Germany particularly, where
many European observers believe that the Tehran Declaration undermined
the existing process of negotiations on Iran’s nuclear activity among the West,
Russia and China.” By striking a deal with Iran, Turkey was thought to have
singled itself out, proceeding in the opposite direction from the West.** Tur-
key’s “no” vote on sanctions, according to one British analyst, “reinforced the
impression of a divide between Turkey and the West.”*

Turkey’s Iran policy—and its position on sanctions in particular—are under
constant pressure due to Europe’s deep distrust of Iran.? The public manifesta-
tion of friendship with Ahmadinejad (including an invitation to Turkey and a
congratulatory message after his controversial re-election), explains one diplo-
mat, might have created the perception that a shift in foreign policy priorities
is happening in Turkey.”” Still, as one British analyst points out, “this does not
indicate a clear Islamist element in Turkey’s Iranian policy.

Some argue that Turkey’s Iran policy is driven by politics of interests rather than
religion. In this understanding, Turkey’s “no” vote is seen as a declaration of in-
dependence in foreign policy.* A leading French scholar expresses this clearly:

People have been speaking for a long time of the decline of the West, now you
have two middle powers coming out, playing an active role in reshaping the world,
making peace and proposing alternatives that the West has not been able to offer.*

The Arab Spring has assuaged European concerns over Turkey’s Iran policy and
tilted the general perception in favor of the view that Turkish-Iranian relations
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are driven by mutual interests.’’ Turkey’s decision to allow the deployment of
the NATO missile shield radar on its territory was important in this sense as it
confirmed the country’s strong commitment to the Western alliance. The recent
setback in Turkish-Iranian relations due to disagreements over the future of
the Syrian regime has further relieved resentment some felt over Turkey’s vote
against imposing sanctions on Iran at the United Nations.

Relations with Israel

The declining state of relations between Turkey and Israel is another issue of
concern among Europeans. Europeans are highly pessimistic about the fu-
ture of Turkish-Israeli relations, arguing that the relationship between Tur-
key and Israel will never be as close as it was during the 1990s.*> However,
to what extent the current divergence will lead to splits between Europe and
Turkey is hard to tell. So far, the deterioration

in Turkish-Israeli relations has not particu- Qpn Syria, the Turkish
approach is very much in

larly affected Turkish-EU relations.” On the
contrary, there has been some sympathy with
and understanding for Turkey in Europe, es- line with Europe an

pecially after the Mavi Marmara incident.* is committed to g radual
European policy analysts argue that the Arab democratization and to

Spring has increased Israel’s isolation.* In the  the integ rity of the
European view, Israel does not understand the

change that is underway in the region; rather,
Israeli leaders act in the old logic of military and ethnic civil con
superiority. The latest military attack on Gaza

is evidence of this. According to a French observer, “Israel’s disproportionate
use of power does not isolate the country in the region only; it also leads to the

country’s alienation in the West, especially in Europe.”*

Growing frustration with Israel’s approach to the peace process at policy-making
and scholarly levels was most apparent during Israel’s latest Gaza attack in No-
vember. Although European politicians continued to issue supporting statements
on Israel’s right to defend itself, their approach during the UN General Assembly
vote on enhancing the status of Palestine is an example of how alienated Israel
has become in the world. Even Berlin distanced itself from Tel Aviv with the
decision to abstain from voting. Israel’s reaction to the UN vote, announcing its
settlement expansion plan, has drawn strong reaction from Britain and France,
who have both summoned Israeli ambassadors in protest of Israel’s decision.

That being said, however, Europeans commonly oppose the demonization of
Israel.” The main aspect of concern regarding Turkish-Israeli relations is not

territory against sectarian

dit

Syrian

flicts
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with it

Turkey’s reaction to the Mavi Marmara incident and its subsequent demands,
but instead the Turkish leaders” intense criticism of Israel. Europeans think
that the harsh rhetoric employed against Israel has created the impression that

Turkey seeks to present itself as a

Turkey, once again, is considered  spokesperson for the Arab world.**
to be signaling to the world that
it has a big stake in the future of its hand by decreasing its diplo-
the Middle East, and that the West matic dialogue with Israel has been

The view that Turkey has weakened

strengthened with the Arab Spring.

needs to reckon and cooperate What made Turkey and its foreign

policy interesting, in the European

view, was its close links to both Arab
counties and Israel.” Its weakened relations with Israel have thus diminished its
sizeable influence in the Middle East. In the European perspective, the Syrian
crisis and Israel’s Gaza operation in 2012 exposed the lack of dialogue between
Turkey and Israel. In the absence of open channels between Turkey and Israel,
Europeans note, Egypt’s leadership has ascended to the centre of diplomatic ef-
forts in introducing a ceasefire between Hamas and Israel, diminishing Turkey’s
role as peace broker. Despite Turkish leaders” involvement in ceasefire process,
the European perception is that Turkey was sidelined in the negotiations.*

The “Overstretch” Question Revisited

Turkey’s peace-building attempts have drawn international praise; however,
they have also fuelled a series of debates as regards to whether Turkey is going
beyond its capabilities. There is a large consensus among European scholars
that Turkey has indeed overstretched its resources in the foreign policy realm.*!
Active engagement in every conflict in diverse regions, though it might have
earned Turkey international recognition, does not necessarily equate with
outcomes. The common view of Turkey’s mediation diplomacy is that Turkey
mixes activity with value.*

Looking from Europe, Turkey’s international mediation has been a mix of
pragmatism and romanticism. It is pragmatic in the sense that Turkey has used
mediation as a means to increase its regional and international visibility. One
British expert observes that Turkish leaders know that they cannot solve all
these problems themselves, but they want to be present to enhance the inter-
national role of their country.** Another scholar from France adds that Turkey
sees mediation as a platform where it can market its foreign policy.** Addi-
tionally, one can argue that Turkey’s mediation also includes some element of
romanticism as Turkish leaders believe that their close relationships with the
parties to the conflict could help them influence the settlement of problems.
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Although close links and personal relations might be helpful to a certain ex-
tent, they are not enough to yield tangible outcomes on their own.

The Arab Spring led to a revisiting of the debates over the lack of results that
Turkish foreign policy delivers. Europeans have found Turkish leaders naive
in believing they could persuade non-compliant autocratic rulers to heed the
legitimate demands of their people and pave the way for democratic transi-
tion.* The reluctance of the Assad regime to listen to Ankara’s warnings, in the
European perspective, is indicative of Turkey’s overestimation of its power to
bring about concrete change in the Syrian political landscape.* This view has
particularly been stressed after a new Syrian opposition was formed with more
US involvement in Qatar. According to some analysts, despite all its attempts,
Turkey’s inability to provide the Syrian National Council with full internation-
al recognition and the consequent formation of a new opposition body has
showed Turkey’s limits.*’

While there is a great deal of consensus among European scholars that Turkish
foreign policy is overstretched, some see it as an inevitable feature of being a
rising power. All rising powers tend to overestimate themselves by assuming
larger roles on the world stage than what their actual capacity suggests, as one
French scholar argues.* In this sense, the problem of overstretch is not unique
to Turkey; it reflects a willingness to have a higher status than its capability.
Another reservation about Turkish foreign policy is the question of whether
Turkey can sustain this level of activism given the current level of its financial
and diplomatic resources. Although the Turkish economy is the fastest grow-
ing economy in Europe, and the second fastest growing in the world, European
scholars are skeptical about “whether it is enough to deliver what it takes to
influence the situation on the ground”™*

The Turkish Model: A Conceptual Tool to Draw Similarity between
Turkey and the Arab World?

Looking from Europe, it must be underlined that debates over Turkey’s poten-
tial to inspire change in the Middle East and North Africa region have attracted
great interest and coverage. First of all, Europeans acknowledge that there is a
high regard for Turkey in the Arab region, and most of the credit for that is due
to Turkish leaders, who have, in just a decade, turned their country into one
that is perceived positively across the Middle East.” Turkey’s soft power, active
diplomacy, and its economic and political development have all played a role
in changing the country’s negative image into a positive one in the Arab world.

However, in the European understanding, Turkey cannot be a model. Europe-
an scholars warn about the danger of exaggerating the analogies being drawn
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between Turkey’s political experiences and the Middle Eastern countries.” The
common view is that Turkey’s unique experience with secularism, its own his-
tory and socio-political conditions, and its long lasting interaction with the
West are not replicable in the Arab world today. If there is any model that
Turkey offers, Europeans assert, it is the AK Party’s own model.” In this sense,
the evolution of the AK Party from an Islamist movement into a pragmatic and
moderate party that is well integrated into the secular and democratic system
offers insights into the future of political Islam in the Middle East. According
to a great number of European scholars, the AK Party’s model could serve to
inspire broadly based and powerful Islamist movements across Arab world
towards gathering under a political platform and expressing themselves via
democratic channels.

Rather than a political model, European analysts widely advocate the view
that Turkey, with its experience in successfully blending democracy and Islam,
could constitute a source of inspiration or a lesson or an example for those
countries in the region aspiring for a democratic change.”> However, the po-
tential of Turkey as a source for inspiration in the Middle East is very much
associated with developments both internally** and in its relations with Euro-
pean accession.”

Turkish-EU Relations: Struggling to Go beyond Accession

According to a significant number of European scholars, frustration with the
way negotiations have unfolded has compelled the Turkish leaders to pursue
an active foreign policy to cast Turkey as a regional power in the Middle East.*
There seems to be an agreement among European scholars that there is a link
between Turkey’s stalled EU accession process and its proactive foreign policy
in the Middle East. However, an analyst from Britain argues that a distinction
should be made between causation and correlation.”” A more analytical ap-
proach that takes into account systemic, regional and domestic changes that
have induced Turkey towards a multi-directional foreign policy should be de-
veloped in this regard.

Turkey’s increasing involvement in the Middle East, the Balkans, and the Cau-
casus has also triggered another debate on whether Turkey’s regional power
ambitions contradict its EU integration process. A plurality of European schol-
ars hold the view that Turkey’s strong foreign policy would boost Europe’s glob-
al profile. As one scholar from Britain asked, “We have Britain and France in the
EU with global aspirations, so why would Turkey’s be a problem?”*

A great many European analysts suggest that the Arab Spring makes it import-
ant for the EU to cooperate with Turkey. The current deadlock in the acces-
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sion process makes it exceedingly unlikely that Turkey will be
granted membership any time soon. According to European
observers, today’s key foreign policy issues cannot be dealt with
through the prism of the highly bureaucratic and technocratic
accession process. In this regard, Catherine Ashton’s attempt
to encourage a strategic dialogue mechanism between the EU
and Turkey is a welcome initiative, though it is still uncertain
how this mechanism would work. European observers warn
against it being an alternative to the accession process, instead
believing it should complement the accession process.”

Conclusion

Turkey is changing, and so are Europe’s perceptions of it. The
country’s economic success and active foreign policy have so-
lidified Turkey’s presence in European policy discourse. This
is evident in the increasing number of conferences, seminars
and publications across Europe devoted to Turkey and its for-
eign policy. As a historical ally of the West, Turkey’s foreign
policy orientation had been taken very much for granted.
Whereas Turkey’s actions were once predictable, now, for the
first time, European scholars have looked at Turkey’s assertive
foreign policy and formed more nuanced opinions.

The emerging European perception among policy analysts and
scholars regarding Turkish foreign policy is generally positive.
European policy analysts are happy with Turkey’s constructive
role—especially its soft power—in its extended region. Most
of the scholars who participated in this study believe that Tur-
key’s increasing multi-regional presence and emerging global
vision would be an asset to Europe, which has global ambi-
tions yet has an incomplete vision. The European perspective
on Turkish foreign policy has remained mostly unchanged af-
ter the Arab Spring, and is becoming more stable.

Nevertheless, European policy makers have a less optimistic
view of Turkish foreign policy. Turkey’s increasing self-confi-
dence has been met with caution by some policy makers who
perceive Turkey as a potential rival. Particularly French policy
makers are wary of Turkey’s increasing foreign policy activ-
ism. Turkey is viewed as a rival to French interests in regions
like the Middle East, which France has traditionally consid-
ered as under its sphere of influence.

EUROPEAN VIEWS OF TURKISH FOREIGN POLICY

The view that
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weakened
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The media coverage of Turkey is not helping either—especially in Germany
and France. Reports focus predominantly on points of divergence, thereby re-
inforcing existing ideas about Turkey. European scholars argue that modesty
and objectivity are needed in analyses of Turkey, which would reduce prejudic-
es and demonstrate Turkey’s potential importance to Europe.

Though European scholars do not believe Turkey is fundamentally changing
its foreign policy axis, they are uncertain about Turkey’s priorities. Turkey’s
relations with some anti-Western actors and its criticism of the West have led
to several questions such as: What objectives does Turkey hope to achieve in its
foreign policy? What are Turkey’s priorities? How may we characterize its glob-
al vision? What values does its foreign policy uphold? What is Europe’s role in
Turkey’s evolving vision? Who are Turkey’s key partners? And to what extent
does Turkey intend to cooperate with Europe, in particular, and the West, in
general? European scholars have widespread agreement that Turkey has not
adequately or clearly conveyed its foreign policy priorities to its partners.

However, the confusion does not move in a single direction. The uncertain-
ty regarding Turkey is compounded by ambiguities surrounding the foreign
policy posture of the EU, according to some analysts.”” EU foreign policy offi-
cials are, according to a French analyst, at a loss to articulate what Turkey of-
ters Europe in the foreign policy realm, and what kind of cooperation Europe
should pursue with Turkey. Moreover, Europeans do not have clear ideas of the

role that the EU should play inter-

Europeans have found Turkish ?aﬁ?nally,l'the Eriﬁgtizs PiuropTean

S . . oreign policy should adopt, or Tur-
leaders naive in bellevmg they key’s role in this. The underdevel-
could persuade non-compliant opment of European foreign policy

may lead some to ask why Turkey

aut.o.cratlc rulers to heed tl‘!e is blamed for being uncooperative

legitimate demands of their with the EU on foreign policy.*!
eople and pave the way for

peop . P .. y Thus, as European observers note,

democratic transition the EU in the next decade will con-

centrate more intensely on eco-
nomic and currency-related issues. These entail tackling the debt crisis and
enacting sorely needed economic reforms and regulations. The significance
of foreign policy may well diminish. If Turkey sustains its current econom-
ic trajectory in the coming years, its capacity to extend its influence into the
Balkans, the Caucasus and the Middle East will increase. Europe’s declining
influence could be ameliorated through constructive and peaceful relations
with Turkey. When evaluated from this perspective, Turkey appears to be the
most important foreign policy partner for Europe in the coming years, a fact
that European policy makers cannot ignore.
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