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T urkish foreign policy is by no 
means immune to either the influ-
ence of the international system or 

the effects of its neighborhood’s transforma-
tions. Given this background, after the end 
of the Cold War, the neglected historical and 
geographical reality of interconnectedness 
between Turkey and its environs resurfaced. 
Interconnectedness did not only open up new 
horizons and create opportunities but also 
posed new problems and conflicts for Ankara. 
With the turn of a new century, Turkey became 
more able and willing to benefit from increas-
ing interconnectedness in its vicinity. Hence, 
this paper emphasizes the significance of the 
interplay between domestic and regional dy-
namics and the effects of the unprecedented 
level of economic interdependence in contem-
porary Turkish foreign policy.

The paper starts from the proposition that 
Turkish foreign policy went through two con-
comitant yet conflicting transformations after 
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the Cold war. The first transformation is 
defined in this paper as the “renation-
alization”2 of Turkish foreign policy led 
by security concerns, which arose from 
regional turmoil and domestic conflicts. 
The renationalization of foreign policy 
refers to the revival of nationalism in the 

political discourse and the rise of security concerns regarding the preservation of 
the territorial integrity and national unity of the Turkish state in the new world 
order. Owing to renationalization, we witnessed the predominance of a security-
first “assertive new activism”3 in Turkish foreign policy throughout the 1990s. 
The second transformation, which Turkish foreign policy vaguely underwent in 
the 1990s, was the rise of “internationalism”4 due to the concerns about Turkey’s 
new role in international politics. Starting with the Helsinki summit in 1999 but 
perhaps even more profoundly after the twin economic crises of 2000 and 2001, 
internationalism was accompanied by economic liberalization and surpassed the 
renationalization process. This economic orientation already towards a liberal 
economy began in the late 1980s under the leadership of Turgut Özal. Since the 
end of the 1990s Turkey has been pursuing liberal international policies based on 
commerce, cooperation, and soft power. In this paper, it is mainly argued that in 
the Turkey of the 2000s, an economy-oriented “new activism”5 has prevailed over 
the security-first activism of the 1990s. This is due to the changes in domestic 
political structures and the increasing importance of economic growth and trade 
not only for Turkey but also for its neighbors. Hence, instead of finding conflict 
with its neighbors, recently at the top of Turkey’s foreign policy agenda is a move 
to promote interstate cooperation.

Against this historical background, this paper aims to explain mainly Tur-
key’s relations with its neighbors through a liberal framework, which underlines 
the importance of interdependence and international cooperation among states.  
Robert O. Keohane and Joseph S. Nye put forward three defining characteristics 
of complex interdependence: i) the absence of a hierarchy among issues, ii) in-
creasing use of multiple channels of interaction between states, and iii) declining 
primacy of military force. I argue that recent developments in Turkish foreign 
policy, particularly Turkey’s relations with its neighbors resemble the characteris-
tic features of complex interdependence. I further argue that the new activism in 
Turkish foreign policy seems, at least to me, to facilitate international cooperation 
among regional actors and to create a complex interdependence between Turkey 
and its neighborhood.

Instead of finding conflict with 
its neighbors, recently at the 
top of Turkey’s foreign policy 
agenda is a move to promote 
interstate cooperation
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The paper proceeds as follows: The first part is devoted to the description of 
the main premises of the liberal model put forward by Keohane and Nye. The 
second part gives a brief overview of the main determinants of Turkish foreign 
policy and the relationships between Turkey and its neighbors directly after the 
sudden end of the Cold War. In the third part, I apply the analytical framework 
to the Turkish case and try to explain to what extent the characteristic features of 
complex interdependence can be observed within contemporary Turkish foreign 
policy. In the concluding part, I discuss the analytical deficiencies of complex 
interdependence and the practical handicaps in Turkish foreign policy’s new 
activism. 

Complex Interdependence and International Cooperation

Robert O. Keohane and Joseph S. Nye, in their seminal book Power and In-
terdependence, took interdependence seriously and brought forth a new liberal 
model that would help the students of international relations to explore the trans-
forming relationship among Western democracies. 

First and foremost, Keohane and Nye challenged the realist assumption that 
states are unitary and the major, or rather the only actors in the international 
arena. The authors pointed to the rise of multilateralism in interstate relations and 
the emergence of new interaction channels.6 Keohane and Nye’s pluralist convic-
tion of domestic politics attaches a paramount importance to nongovernmental 
actors. These new actors have gained a greater voice not only with regard to issues 
falling under low politics such as trade but also regarding issues at the level of high 
politics such as decisions to send troops abroad.

Second, Keohane and Nye viewed the high politics-low politics divide of the 
realist school incompatible with today’s highly complex and diverse political 
agendas. The authors argued persuasively that military security does not neces-
sarily occupy the top of the foreign policy agenda anymore.7 Looking through a 
liberal prism, contemporary students of international relations are able to observe 
that the protection of citizens from fluctuations in the world economy and the 
promotion of the welfare of societies are nowadays regarded as the top priorities 
of democratic governments.

In line with the second argument, Keohane and Nye also cast doubt on the re-
alist assumption that anarchy in international relations inclines states to use mili-
tary force whenever necessary. For them, power has evolved from brutal military 
force to “soft power,”8 which implies political persuasion and cultural and social 



KADRİ KAAN RENDA

attraction. Keohane and Nye suggested two analytical concepts, namely sensitiv-
ity and vulnerability to comprehend how power politics works between mutually 
dependent states. The authors explained that sensitivity is the “liability to costly 
effects imposed from outside before policies are altered to try to change the situa-
tion,” whereas vulnerability refers to “an actor’s liability to suffer costs imposed by 
external events after policies have been altered.”9 The main conclusion drawn by 
the authors is that “less vulnerable states will try to use asymmetrical interdepen-
dence in particular groups of issues as a source of power.”10 In this respect, power 
is not one dimensional and material power is useful only if it reinforces an ac-
tor’s ability to swiftly adapt to the new circumstances. Furthermore, power is not 
considered fungible because possession of military power does not automatically 
give leverage in every issue since the application of force among issue areas is too 
complex in interdependence. Of course, this does not mean that there is no room 
for power politics in their model. Military force can still be useful as a “bargaining 
tool” and an instrument for deterrence.11

Keohane, in another ground-breaking book, defines international cooperation 
as a reciprocal process which “takes place when the policies actually followed by 
one government are regarded by its partners as facilitating realization of their own 
objectives, as the result of a process of policy coordination.”12 Cooperation is, thus, 
intrinsically reciprocal and highly political. In order for cooperation to flourish, a 
few conditions need to be satisfied. First, the perceptions of policymakers ought 
to shift from “myopic national conceptions of self-interest”13 to an enlightened 
and far-sighted use of national interests. The logic of a zero-sum game should be 
replaced by the logic of a positive sum strategy. Furthermore, uncertainty about 
other states’ behavior should be alleviated by enhanced coordination and effec-
tive communication between states. What makes the political setting conducive 
to coordination and communication is each state’s “reputation for reliability”14 
and the consistency between their words and deeds. In summary, changes in the 
perceptions of policymakers, reduction in uncertainty, and building a reputation 
or a new image in the eyes of others are prerequisites for effective international 
cooperation.

It should be noted that the neoliberal school of international relations does 
neither overlook the role of state nor disregard anarchy in international relations. 
Nonetheless, unlike realism it puts emphasis on the possibility of long-lasting 
cooperation among states under anarchy and underlines the role of a myriad of 
actors and new kinds of interaction in international relations. Prior to the em-
pirical analysis done in the remainder of the paper, the main characteristics of 
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Turkish foreign policy in the early post-Cold War period are outlined in the next 
section. 

The Post-Cold War Era in Turkish Foreign Policy 

The euphoria which spread among some Turkish politicians owing to the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union vanished quickly when it was ascertained that their gran-
diose and political romanticism to make Turkey a regional superpower was at best 
yet to be accomplished, at worst an illusion.15 After the initial disappointment there 
came the reinstatement of the type of geopolitical thinking blended with power 
politics, which had overwhelmingly dominated Turkish foreign policy since its 
foundation. To put it differently, in the 1990s increasing sensitivity of Turkey to its 
neighborhood forced Turkish policymakers to “regionalize” their policies, whereas 
increasing vulnerability of Turkish society and particularly the Turkish state led to 
the “renationalization” of its foreign and security policies. Thus, the vulnerability 
of Turkey mounted in the early 1990s up until it reached a peak when Ankara re-
sorted to the coercive diplomacy to deal with Greece over the Kardak/Imia Crisis 
in 1996 and Syria over its support for the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) in 1998. 
The main driving force behind the assertive activism of Turkey during the 1990s 
was the renationalization of Turkish foreign and security policies. It is argued that 
due to the security-first approach and distrustful attitudes of the Turkish hardlin-
ers,16 good neighborly relations could never be maintained even though there was 
a political will to do so in some circles of Turkish politics. As a result, some scholars 
defined Ankara’s attitude in the 1990s as one of a “coercive regional power,”17 which 
was poised to confront its neighbors with unilateral and military measures.

From a neoliberal institutionalist point of view, throughout the 1990s, states 
in the region found themselves in a situation of political market failure. Keohane 
defines market failure as “situations in which […] agreements that would be ben-
eficial to all parties are not made.”18 The optimal outcome for Turkey as well as for 
other states in the region would be enhancing interstate relations and facilitating 
cooperation as much as possible. Because of myopic self interests, deep mistrust 
and a lack of effective communication, any commitment to international coop-
eration from Ankara waxed and waned quickly. The initiatives which had suc-
ceeded in forming institutional entities such as the Organization of the Black Sea 
Economic Cooperation and the Economic Cooperation Organization eventually 
proved futile throughout the 1990s.

Two main reasons for the failure to achieve an optimal outcome in the region 
should be highlighted. First of all, there was an uncertainty across the region and 
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mistrust between states. Uncertainty was 
high because each state lacked reliable 
information about the intentions of its 
neighbors. Turkish traditional republican 
policymakers were, thus, extremely sus-
picious and cautious about their neigh-
bors,19 most of which were perceived to 
be the usual suspects who were not only 

giving political support to secessionist and fundamentalist terrorist organizations 
in Turkey but also clandestinely supplying them arms, hosting terrorist training 
camps, and even providing refuge to militants. In an era of great uncertainty and 
recurrent hostilities, and even though the political aspirations to become a re-
gional leader were floating around, Turkey pursued an extremely cautious, if not 
paranoid, foreign policy that favored a security-oriented heavy-handed approach 
over a welfare-oriented cooperative approach.

Secondly, myopic self-interests shaped by a zero-sum mindset were predomi-
nant among Turkish policymakers. The repercussion of myopic self-interests was 
the resurgence of security concerns and the reinforcement of the high politics 
versus low politics divide inherited from the Cold War. In the parlance of complex 
interdependence, because of the widely-held perception of a rigid hierarchy be-
tween military and political issues on the one hand and economic and social ones 
on the other Turkey lacked linkage strategies that might incorporate several issues 
into one package. Had the states in the region diversified their priorities and been 
more prone to sealing package deals by making trade-offs, the ultimate outcome 
could have been the development of a cooperation on solid and even institutional-
ized foundations.

According to Keohane, states are able to redefine their self interests so as to 
associate their own well-being with other states’.20 However, Keohane is also cog-
nizant of the fact that “Commerce by itself does not ensure peace, but commerce 
on a nondiscriminatory basis within an orderly political framework promotes 
cooperation on the basis of enlightened national conceptions of self-interest that 
emphasize production over war.”21 Therefore, without suitable milieu conditions 
trade and interdependence would not result in cooperation. The capture of the 
leader of a terrorist organization, the PKK, the influence of the European Union 
(EU) on Turkish domestic political structures since Turkey was granted candi-
date status in 1999, and the coming of a new ruling elite to power are the key 
factors that initially eased the psychological state of emergency and the feeling 
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of insecurity prevalent in Turkish foreign policy in the 1990s.22 This eventually 
rendered the Turkish state less vulnerable and paved the way for the advent of 
new actors, new channels of interaction, and new strategies in the making of 
foreign policy. 

Restructuring Domestic Politics and Repositioning Turkey in 
Regional Politics

Turkey has been undergoing two complementary transformations. One of 
them is democratization and the other is economic liberalization. Both had their 
inception and were put in place during the Özal era but were disrupted in the 
1990s and apparently gained new momentum in the early 2000s.23 As free trade 
and democracy became the main pillars of Turkish politics soon after Turkey was 
granted candidacy status by the EU in 1999, Ankara replaced its long-standing se-
curity-driven objectives of foreign policy with ones stemming from an economy-
oriented pragmatic mindset. The remainder of the paper will analyze the effects of 
free trade and democratization on Turkish foreign policy and its repositioning in 
the center of regional politics. 

Variation of actors and issues

A very significant dilemma for Turkey has long been how to become more 
influential in regional politics while putting her own house in order. The can-
didacy status given by the EU at the Helsinki European Council in 1999 helped 
Turkey out by heralding a new phase of transformation in Turkish politics. Thus, 
democratization during the EU accession process altered the roles of several po-
litical actors in the domestic arena.  Of these actors, it was most of all the military 
that had to relinquish its power. The Turkish Armed Forces (TAF) was indeed 
considered by many observers to be the most influential institution in setting the 
pace and direction of Turkish foreign policy since the Cold War. The military’s 
hard-line approach impinged on foreign policy and manifested itself through an 
increase in the military budget and an enhanced role of the National Security 
Council (NSC) throughout the 1990s. The primary reason behind the erosion of 
the military’s clout is without doubt the reforms demanded by the EU regarding 
the civilian control of the military. The reforms inevitably curbed the military’s 
power in the foreign policymaking process as well. This paved the way for an 
increasing civilian influence in the field of foreign policy.24 As a matter of fact, 
the Europeanization process in the post-Helsinki era has belatedly transformed 
the civil-military relations in accordance with the socio-political dynamics of the 
post-Cold War.

95



KADRİ KAAN RENDA

The change in civil-military relations, the transformation of the interaction 
between state and society, and the division of labor and authority among differ-
ent state institutions infused a new vigor and enthusiasm into Turkish foreign 
policy. This opened up new windows of opportunities, which domestic actors 
availed themselves of in order to be better heard on the national stage. Seldom 
had non-governmental organizations (NGOs) played a significant role in the poli-
cymaking of Turkey. The non-state actors could only exert trivial influence on the 
decision-making process since the national interest was very strictly defined and 
solely articulated by an exclusive circle of foreign policy elites within the state. 
The formerly excluded actors of civil society and a new middle class willing to 
interact with neighboring countries much more than ever slowly but steadily have 
gained leverage in foreign policy, as Turkey’s democratization and liberalization 
processes have been furthered. A new class of businessman no longer buys the 
overselling of threats by hardliners. Indeed, they tend to establish close economic 
ties and then perhaps social bonds with the neighboring countries.

The highly defensive and cautious approach of the traditional foreign poli-
cy elite in the foreign ministry and the military was abandoned by the Justice 
and Development Party (JDP), which came to power with a landslide victory in 
2002. The JDP’s avowed intent is to increase economic growth and trade with the 
country’s neighbors.25 In this new era of Turkish foreign policy the meaning of 
security, welfare, and democracy are inextricably intertwined. The ultimate domi-
nance of high politics over low politics was challenged, with the outcome being 
the abandoning of hierarchy among issues and an increasing variation in foreign 
policy preferences, as assumed by the complex interdependence model. Ahmet 
Davutoğlu, the foreign minister of Turkey, also underscores the prominent role of 
private sector firms in driving the country’s foreign policy and strategic vision.26 
An example of this new perspective in practice is the “Industry for Peace” initia-
tive proposed by the Union of Chambers and Commodity Exchanges of Turkey, 
which aimed to revitalize industry in Gaza, Palestine in order to provide jobs and 
livelihood for the people of Gaza.

The second transformation is observed in the transformations in Turkey’s 
economic structures and a new mentality in economic policy making. The twin 
economic crises in 2000 and 2001 urged Turkish statesmen to stabilize the econ-
omy and find new markets so as to expand trade volume which would yield the 
economic growth that Turkey desperately needed. Having been an “emerging 
market economy,” Ankara was left with no choice but to enhance trade relations 
with its neighbors. Thus, Turkey has evolved into a “trading state”27 and its quest 
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for new markets and new business partners has continued since then. It is note-
worthy that the Customs Union between Turkey and the EU contributed to the 
liberalization of the Turkish economy more than anything else. Several sectors 
of the Turkish economy have virtually reached the standards of the EU and have 
become ready and eager to find new trading partners elsewhere. Consolidation 
and stabilization of the economy encouraged good relations with Turkey’s crucial 
environs.

The trade statistics in table 1 and table 2 give strong evidence of the crucial 
role of trade for the Turkish economy in general and in particular of the impor-
tance of trade with the neighbors. Table 1 highlights the openness of the Turkish 
economy and its integration in international trade. More than one fourth of the 
gross domestic product of Turkey came from international trade in 2008, whereas 
the share of international trade was approximately 17.5 percent in the mid of the 
1990s. 
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Source: OECD Factbook 2010.
Retrieved December 15, 2010, from http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/economics/oecd-factbook_18147364

Table 1: International trade in goods and services as a percentage of GDP

Table 2 depicts the details of Turkey’s trade volumes with its neighbors plus 
with Africa, the EU, Israel, the Middle East, and Russia for the years between 
1999 and 2008. The data for 2009 is deliberately excluded from the table as the 
international trade volumes fell dramatically owing to the recent recession in the 
world economy. The trade volume in some cases has increased more than ten 
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times since 1999. The volumes of trade with Greece, Iran, Iraq, Russia, and Syria 
in 2008 are respectively around five, ten, four, and three times higher than in 1999. 
In addition, Turkey as a foreign direct investor has increasingly financed various 
infrastructure and engineering projects in its neighborhood. According to a re-
port published in April 2010, “As of September 2009, 500 Turkish companies had 
invested in Iraq, and Turkey as a country was among the top ten foreign inves-
tors.”28
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Source: Compiled from the IMF and WTO databases by the author.

Table 2: Trade volumes with selected countries (US dollar at current prices billions)
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Multiple channels of interaction

The democratization process coupled with liberalization and internation-
alization in the Turkish economy made certain that at the international level, 
Ankara is no longer able to pursue a heavy-handed policy with a security-first 
mindset. In addition, the failure of the Turkish Grand National Assembly to rat-
ify a motion that would give permission to the U.S. to use Turkish military bases 
during the Iraq War on March 1, 2003 can arguably be considered as a turning 
point where credibility of Turkey as a reliable partner increased significantly in 
the eyes of its southern neighbors.29 These two complementary processes and 
the significant historical event gave the boost to a new activism in Turkish for-
eign policy and provided ample room for repositioning Turkey at the center of 
regional politics.

To Turkish politicians, the only way to improve welfare and maintain secu-
rity in the region seems to be the development of long-lasting stability and peace 
through advancing collaboration with various political actors, and the enhance-
ment of political cooperation with neighboring states via different channels of in-
teraction. Ankara has been trying to reduce uncertainty and alleviate the distrust 
that overshadows it relations with Turkey´s neighbors by forming transgovern-
mental relations between the state institutions of Turkey and their counterparts 
in other states. These new channels reinforce and complement interstate relations, 
even if they also challenge the power of the traditional foreign policy elites.  In 
this paper, it is not possible to give every detail of Turkey’s relations with each 
neighbor. A few examples should suffice to illustrate the change in the conduct of 
foreign policy.

Greek-Turkish relations entered a new phase with the lifting of the Greek veto 
over Turkey’s EU bid at the Helsinki European Council in 1999. From then on, 
confidence-building measures between Turkey and Greece were taken, and the 
interstate and societal interaction between the two countries developed further. 
A Turkish delegation visited Greece on May 14-15, 2010. The Turkish delega-
tion included cabinet ministers, bureaucrats, and more than 100 businessmen.30 
During the visit a high level cooperation council between the cabinets of the two 
countries convened for the first time and several bilateral accords were signed. 
Similar meetings and high level strategic cooperation councils held between Tur-
key, Syria, Iraq, and Russia exemplify the variety of interaction channels and dif-
ferent mechanisms for conducting foreign policy. In the council meetings, cabi-
net ministers, and bureaucrats from different ministries gather around a table 
to discuss several issues ranging from trade to agriculture, tourism, energy, and 
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transportation. The first meeting of the Turkey-Syria High Level Strategic Co-
operation Council of Ministers was held on December 22-23, 2009.31 Moreover, 
Turkey, Syria, Jordan, and Lebanon formed the “Quadripartite High Level Co-
operation Council” (HLCC) and expressed their political will to create a zone 
of free movement of goods and persons.32 As a result of these meetings, a series 
of agreements and protocols on cultural exchange, education, health, security, 
trade, and transportation were signed between Turkey and Syria, Iraq, Greece 
and Russia.

In addition to these transgovernmental yet bilateral mechanisms of foreign 
policy, Turkey organized and hosted multilateral meetings. The European Union-
Organization of Islamic Conference summit, the Neighboring Countries of Iraq 
Conference, the Caucasus Stability and Cooperation Pact, and the Trilateral Balkan 
summits are to name but a few. Of these initiatives, the Neighboring Countries of 
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Iraq Conference is very well-known. The 
initiative started in 2003 within a small 
group of countries neighboring Iraq and 
then expanded and included the repre-
sentatives of the UN and G-8 countries. 
Alongside regional engagements, Tur-
key also aims to improve the relations 
between the East and the West. The Al-
liance of Civilizations, co-sponsored by 
Spain and Turkey, epitomizes Turkey’s 
efforts to enhance dialogue and coopera-
tion between different cultures and religions. The primary aim of the Alliance is 
to “improve understanding and cooperative relations among nations and peoples 
across cultures and religions, and to help counter the forces that fuel polarization 
and extremism.”33 To this end, the Alliance of Civilizations facilitates interaction 
among different social groups from different countries through several projects 
on civil society, youth, migration, and media.

Turkey is also intent on fostering relationships between societies. İbrahim 
Kalın, adviser to the Prime Minister, underlined this objective in an interview by 
stating that “Rather than state to state relations, it is more a question of improving 
people to people relations.”34 In line with this approach the visa exemption pro-
tocols signed between Turkey and Syria, Lebanon, Jordan and Libya, exhibit Tur-
key’s resoluteness to facilitate transnational activities in the region. Furthermore, 
in order to increase the level of interaction among societies and between econo-
mies of the region new transportation projects were undertaken. For instance, the 
railway line built before the First World War to connect Istanbul and Baghdad was 
re-opened in February 2010.35

These various bilateral and multilateral meetings and other initiatives underpin 
the agenda-setting power and facilitator role acquired lately by Turkey in regional 
politics. As a result, Turkey has become more connected to its environs and more 
able and willing to benefit from the peaceful interactions in its neighborhood.

Primacy of soft power

The third characteristic feature of complex interdependence is the minor role 
of military force. The change in Turkish strategic thinking and its perception 
of regional politics rendered the use of military force inappropriate on the way 
to realizing the new strategy envisaged by former scholar Ahmet Davutoğlu. 
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Foreign Minister Davutoğlu, in his book called “Strategic Depth,”36 draws up the 
blueprints of a new doctrine for Turkish foreign policy. The Davutoğlu doctrine 
conceives Turkey as a central country, comparing it to Germany, Russia, and 
Japan. According to Davutoğlu, Turkey had not been wielding influence on the 
regional politics as she should be.37 Starting with this assumption, he puts forth 
a new strategic framework, which helps Turkey’s bid in playing a major role in 
the post-Cold War international system. The Davutoğlu doctrine incorporates 
the principles of protecting and widening civil liberties, a zero-problems policy 
with neighbors, a proactive and preemptive peace diplomacy, a multidimensional 
foreign policy, and a rhythmic diplomacy.38 All together, this aims to enhance 
Turkey’s presence and influence, and ultimately redress its image on the inter-
national stage.

Even though Turkey remains a state preoccupied with regional turmoil in 
the Middle East and the Caucasus recently, it has been pursuing soft power poli-
cies that are more multilateral, cooperative, and diplomatic than ever before.39 
President Gül, for instance, envisages a Turkey which is “responsible to take care 
of the region around us. Some problems are directly related to us. With some 
we don’t have a direct link. We want to contribute to a resolution of them all.”40 
President Gül’s statement underscores that Turkey has turned into a responsible 
power, which not only possesses military strength but is also able to use political, 
diplomatic, and cultural instruments to create a favorable environment in which 
cooperation can last longer.

At this point it should be noted that the secondary role for military force does 
not mean that security is no more one of the top priorities of Turkey. On the con-
trary, security maximization is still a dominant concern for Turkey; however, the 
way to maximize security is now the creation of relations of interdependence. For 
Davutoğlu, Turkey has to find the balance between security and democracy. The 
use of military force in any occasion should be the last resort, should conform 
to the soft power of Turkey and not impair civil liberties and human rights.41 A 
strong army is, thus, not an end in itself; it is rather one of the means that helps 
Turkey to maintain its international image and credibility.

The implications of this change in the use of military force are twofold, namely 
a decrease in the military expenditure/gross domestic product ratio and trans-
formation of military strategy. Table 3 illustrates the steady decline in military 
expenditure since 1999. Whereas Turkey spent approximately four percent of its 
GDP on the military in 1999, the allocation of GDP to the military was virtually 
halved in 2008. 
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Apart from the military budget cuts, another implication of Turkey’s new un-
derstanding of power is the transformation of its military strategy. Turkey today 
tends to establish flexible alliances. The country’s new civil and economic power 
needs more room to maneuver easily in regional politics. This is why the principle 
of collective security was reevaluated and the dominance of the concept of alli-
ance, which originates from the Cold War, was challenged. A new understand-
ing of the notion of collective security as cooperative rather than conflicting fully 
conforms to the current priorities of Turkish foreign policy because “Collective 
security arrangements are inclusive, since they are designed to deal with threats 
among members; alliances are exclusive because they deter and defend against 
external threats.”42 Ankara’s willingness to play a mediator and a peace-maker role 
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Table 3: Military Expenditure/Gross Domestic Product ratio for the period 1990-2008

Source: SIPRI database 
Retrieved December 15, 2010, from http://milexdata.sipri.org/result.php4
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in the Middle East in the talks between  
Syria and Israel, and its contribution to 
the negotiations between the West and 
Iran over the Iranian nuclear prolifera-
tion, are the highlights of Turkey’s incli-
nation towards collective-cooperative se-

curity arrangements and flexible alliances. Nevertheless, NATO and the relations 
with the U.S. per se will most probably remain vital to Turkey in the future, due 
to instrumental reasons (i.e. modernization of the military) and political reasons 
(i.e. Western support for Ankara’s international image as a mediator and security-
provider). Thus, it remains to be seen whether Turkey can achieve complete flex-
ibility without alienating itself from the West.

Turkey’s new political-military strategy partly accounts for the deterioration 
of relations with Israel too. It is argued that Turkey no longer needs Israel as an 
ally against imminent threats coming from its neighbors.43 Besides, the Israeli 
government’s attitude on the Palestine question fuels domestic outrage against 
its policies in Turkey, and the heavy-handed approach to addressing the issue of 
Iran’s nuclear proliferation collides with Turkey’s priority of promoting collective 
security that encompasses every state in the region. These changing dynamics of 
Turkey-Israel relations notwithstanding, Israel remains a strong economic part-
ner of Turkey and a key actor in the regional equation for the establishment of 
enduring peace and continuous economic development across the region.

Overall, Turkey and its neighbors have found themselves in economic interde-
pendencies. Through this Turkey wields greater influence in different issue areas 
such as trade, energy policy, foreign direct investment, and transportation. All of 
the initiatives and new mechanisms of state to state relations strive for the promo-
tion of interaction and cooperation across the region. The driving objective for 
Turkey seems to be to cultivate a new image as a peace-promoting and security-
providing country. The new preferences, or rather redefined national interests, 
of Turkey correspond well to the liberal school’s emphasis on the importance of 
reputation and image in today’s world politics and the vital role of credible infor-
mation and enhanced interaction in reducing uncertainty and forging coopera-
tion among states. As Wallander and Keohane put it succinctly “being able to pro-
vide credible information to others is a source of influence.”44 Turkey, to a certain 
extent, gives the right signals and provides credible information, which in turn 
increases the chances of arriving at an optimal choice through the correction of 
market failure across the region. All in all, with the assistance of those initiatives 
and new mechanisms of foreign policy, Turkey has earned credibility and a new 
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image in the international arena, which 
can be turned into economic, diplomatic 
and political capital. 

Conclusion

Turkish foreign policy has lately 
transposed to a liberal and cooperative standpoint owing to the transformation of 
domestic politics through the process of democratization and the assumption of 
power by a new political elite espousing neoliberal ideas and a conservative inter-
pretation of modernization. Dialogue with, rather than deterrence of, neighbors 
has become the primary objective of contemporary Turkish foreign policy. Hence, 
Turkey has evolved from a coercive power into a non-aggressive and cooperative 
state, or rather a soft power.

Of course, it is better not to jump to the conclusion that complex interde-
pendence between Turkey and its neighbors has been achieved. Nor has Turkey 
become a regional hegemon. The purpose of this paper was to show that the neo-
liberal perspective of Keohane and Nye can shed light on the change in recent 
years of Turkey’s relations with its neighbors. However, this economy-oriented 
neoliberal analysis is best seen as a snapshot of Turkish foreign policy from one 
angle, rather than a comprehensive analysis.

As for the analytical handicaps of complex interdependence, it should be kept 
in mind that complex interdependence was proposed at first as a model and an 
ideal type that gave a liberal account of the changing relations between West-
ern democracies. Thus, complex interdependence grows to maturity if and only if 
pluralist democracy is institutionalized with all its aspects. Second, the complex 
interdependence model is heavily economy-oriented and neglects ideological and 
cultural factors. However, it is generally argued that Turkey’s new activism in the 
region has cultural-religious motivations too. The JDP’s conservative democratic 
political ideology, supported by a new middle class whose social and economic 
values and beliefs are a mixture of Islamic interpretation of modernization and 
globalization, is considered by many to be the foremost catalyst behind Turkey’s 
policies vis-à-vis its neighbors.

The new activism in foreign policy has deepened interdependence between 
Turkey and its neighborhood. However, there may be some drawbacks of and im-
pediments to the promotion of complex interdependence in the region. Of these, 
the most important is the interplay between the future of Iraq and the prospect of 
a solution for the Kurdish issue in Turkey exemplifies how a domestic issue can 
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remain a roadblock on the road to fur-
ther development of regional coopera-
tion. Secondly, cooperation in the region 
depends on how much Turkey will per-
severe with its efforts to foster friendly 
engagement and peaceful change. The 

perseverance of Turkey is commensurate with the political will of Turkish politi-
cians and the economic capabilities of the state to back activism in foreign policy. 
Thirdly, the policy of making friends even with erstwhile adversaries such as Ar-
menia and Iran has the potential to deteriorate relations with closed allies such as 
Azerbaijan and Israel.45 Lastly, Turkey is still cautiously welcomed by quite a few 
regional actors. The neighbors remain wary of Turkish intentions and the new ac-
tivism in foreign policy might generate unintended results and a backlash against 
the country’s dynamic policies.

In conclusion, it seems that Turkey has gained a strong foothold in regional 
politics through the new mechanisms of interaction and its soft power. Nonethe-
less, being a soft power is a much more burdensome task and at times frustrating 
than is widely believed. Keohane points out that any state which aspires to be a 
soft power needs not only to attract “the desire of people in one country to imitate 
the institutions and practices prevailing in another, but also [to enhance] their 
ability to do so.”46 If Turkey wants to wield a power within the region, it needs i) to 
assist other countries to develop their democratic institutions, and ii) to increase 
economic growth and promote fair distribution of welfare across the region. This 
could be done by eliminating “public bads” such as terrorism, fundamentalism, 
and proliferation of nuclear weapons as well as providing “public goods” such as 
economic assistance, conflict free environment and regional institutions that can 
reach out to every actor in the neighborhood. 
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