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Abstract 
 
 
 
 
The relationship between Brussels and Ankara entered into an exceptional 
era when the Arab Spring began. Both Turkey and the European Union (EU) 
expressed interest in foreign policy cooperation in order to deal with the 
instability in their immediate neighbourhood, where they had strategic 
interests, more effectively. This thesis asks: “To what degree did the Turkish 
government cooperate with the EU with regard to its foreign policy actions, 
and why?” Specifically, it focuses on Turkish foreign policy in response to the 
uprisings in Syria, Libya, and Egypt. It analyses cases of “cooperative 
opportunities”, consisting of the reactions of the Turkish government to 
particular events, with the aim of identifying the extent to which there was 
cooperation and whether cooperation with the EU was driven by 
consequentialist calculations or by the logic of appropriateness. The research 
uses interviews with policy makers and diplomats, and document analysis 
and finds that there was a lack of cooperation to a high degree and that 
cooperation was generally a consequence of a cost-benefit calculation. 
However, the foreign policy relationship became somewhat separate from 
membership negotiations, and the informal dialogue between Turkish and EU 
officials helped both groups to develop a better understanding of each 
other’s positions. This thesis claims that the EU often sought cooperation 
with Turkey with regard to the uprisings, and that this changed the traditional 
power asymmetry. An approach that sees the EU and Turkey as two actors in 
a shared region better captures the dynamics of the foreign policy 
relationships than an EU studies-centric approach that emphasises 
membership negotiations.  
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CHAPTER ONE	
Introduction 
	

	

	

The relationship between Brussels and Ankara entered into an exceptional 

era when the Arab Spring began. On one hand, there was a deadlock in 

Turkey’s European Union (EU) membership bid; on the other hand, the 

turmoil in the Middle East and North Africa brought about urgent foreign and 

security challenges for both the EU and Turkey regarding their immediate 

neighbourhood, where they both had vital strategic interests.  

 

There was a clear distinction in the way the EU and Turkey responded to the 

uprisings, which became apparent as the tension escalated in the region. The 

Turkish government was generally reluctant to criticise the incumbent 

regimes and avoided jeopardising its relationships, while the EU harshly 

criticised the same regimes and imposed sanctions. Over time, the Turkish 

government adopted a hawkish stance against the regimes in Libya, Syria, 

and Egypt to a point that it even criticised the EU for not taking effective 

steps.   

 

The disagreements between the EU and Turkey about how to react to the 

uprisings attracted considerable attention and led analysts to call for foreign 

policy coordination to be established parallel with the membership talks, in 

order to improve their effectiveness regarding foreign policy issues of mutual 
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interest (see e.g., Barysch, 2011b; Barysch, 2011a; Grabbe and Ülgen, 2011; 

Ülgen, 2011b; Lecha, 2011; Sandrin, 2012). The idea was that they would 

come to an agreement that would achieve mutual gains out of cooperation. 

The three biggest issues at hand were how to deal with the turmoil in Libya, 

Syria, and Egypt.  

 

Such renewed emphasis on increased cooperation appeared also in the 

context of membership negotiations. There were voices in the European 

Council and European Commission that clearly wished to avoid a deadlock in 

Turkey-EU relations, especially since there was a threat to stability from the 

Middle East. For instance, the European Commission launched the “Positive 

Agenda” in May 2012, aiming to intensify cooperation in the area of foreign 

policy. Commenting on the initiative, the EU Commissioner for Enlargement 

specifically underlined that the EU wanted to address common challenges in 

the neighbourhood together with Turkey and that the initiative was a tool to 

give new momentum to the relationship (Füle, 2012). The initiative was 

supported by the member states who declared that Turkey and the EU were 

“stronger together”, drawing attention to “Turkey’s importance in supporting 

stability in the Middle East” (Ažubalis et al., 2012). Similarly, the European 

Parliament issued statements promoting the “advantages for the EU of 

working more closely with Turkey on foreign and neighbourhood policy 

priorities such as the Middle East” (European Parliament, 2012).  
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In Turkey, policy makers also emphasised that foreign policy cooperation 

during the Arab Spring would be a “win-win” for both actors (Davutoğlu, 

2012b) because developing a closer relationship would be “mutually 

beneficial for both parties” given the “common objectives” in the region 

(Bağış, 2012a). For example, in the 51st session of the EU-Turkey Association 

Council, held in Brussels on 27 May 2013, Turkish Foreign Minister 

Davutoğlu (2013b) explicitly stated that “in view of the Arab transformations 

which are at a critical juncture, the urgency for a genuine partnership 

between the EU and Turkey has become even more manifest”. There was a 

mutual interest in working closely to tackle foreign policy problems in the 

shared neighbourhood and a belief that the EU and Turkey were stronger 

together (Bağış, 2012b). However, despite the recurring rhetoric of closer 

foreign policy cooperation, Turkey’s cooperation with the EU was limited and 

it varied considerably, especially taking into account the way in which Turkey 

had differences of views with the EU regarding the crises in Libya, Egypt, and 

Syria.  

 

This thesis asks: “To what extent did the Turkish government cooperate with 

the EU regarding the uprisings?” The empirical investigation is 

complemented by a second question, which makes a theoretical 

contribution: “What determined the degree to which the Turkish government 

cooperated with the EU in the area of foreign policy during the uprisings?” To 

what extent and why the Turkish government included cooperation with the 
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EU in its foreign policy decision-making process, as identified here, raises 

theoretical implications. 

 

This thesis is not about Turkey’s EU membership bid, which has been the 

main focus of the vast majority of studies examining Turkey-EU relations. It 

contributes to our understanding of Turkish foreign policy and specifically 

Turkey’s alliance with the EU in the area of foreign policy, considering both 

as important actors in a region in which they both have strategic interests. 

From this perspective, Turkey’s EU candidacy is one factor, among many 

others, that can potentially influence Turkish decisions about whether to 

cooperate with the EU, as this thesis will unpack. 

 

The main point that needs to be made regarding the foreign policy 

relationship between Turkey and the EU during the Arab Spring is that the EU 

had a strong interest in Turkish cooperation in order to be able to handle the 

turmoil and contain instability in the region. The EU was the “demandeur”, 

therefore, this thesis investigates whether and why Turkey provided, or 

agreed to, cooperation (i.e., the EU wanted something from Turkey, hence 

the focus is on Turkey).  

 

This chapter now establishes an understanding of Turkey’s cooperation with 

the EU as a dependent variable, presents theoretical approaches that seek to 

explain the degree to which the Turkish government cooperated with the EU, 
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explains hypotheses and methodology, provides the structure of the thesis, 

and outlines the findings of the study.  

 

1.1. Turkey’s Cooperation with the EU 
 

The analysis presented here requires a discussion of what cooperation 

means and how it can be operationalised. As Keohane (1984: 12) explains, 

cooperation requires active attempts to adjust behaviour. If there is a 

harmony of interests, explaining cooperation is obvious; it is more important 

to explain cooperation when this involves adjustment of behaviour. 

Therefore, it can be claimed that an integral part of Turkey’s cooperation with 

the EU in the area of foreign policy concerns the extent to which Turkish 

decision makers adjusted their behaviour to accommodate EU positions and 

whether the Turkish government reached out to the EU in coordination.  

 

It is possible to distinguish between different degrees of Turkey’s 

cooperation (or the absence of it) with the EU. This thesis will use a scale 

from no cooperation to co-decision to make such a distinction, which will be 

unpacked in the next chapter. The term “No cooperation” describes no 

contact with the EU whatsoever in the Turkish foreign policy decision-making 

process. “Unilateral information” describes Turkey informing the EU of its 

intended actions and positions without giving the EU an opportunity to make 

comments or explain its position. “Consultation” describes the Turkish 

government reaching out to the EU to request feedback on a Turkish course 
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of action both before and after the public announcement of a Turkish 

position. “Co-decision” describes consultation but also adjustments in 

behaviour and the possibility of an accommodation of an EU position. Using 

this classification of different degrees of cooperation, this thesis will assess 

which of the above terms best describes Turkey’s cooperation with the EU 

during the uprisings, and will then move on to analyse the underlying reasons 

based on the theoretical framework. 

 

1.2. Explanatory Factors  
 

The explanations for cooperation can be divided into two broad camps, 

using rationalist and constructivist approaches. Rationalist approaches 

assert that purposeful and goal-oriented actors follow the “logic of 

consequentialism” (March and Olsen, 1989: 160-162), make cost-benefit 

calculations, and engage in strategic bargaining to maximise their utility. On 

the other hand, constructivists argue that actors follow the “logic of 

appropriateness” (ibid.) and that the main motivations of actors are not costs 

and benefits but instead norms, values, identities, and “appropriate 

behaviour”. 

 

From a rationalist standpoint, the degree of cooperation is a consequence of 

a cost-benefit calculation and strategic behaviour. Rationalist approaches 

hypothesise: “For Turkey, if there are greater benefits from cooperation than 

from unilateral action, then Turkey will seek cooperation with the EU”. 
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Specific factors that come into play include, in the short term, concerns 

related to border security and domestic order, and in the long term, 

economic gains from making Turkey a more influential regional actor.   

 

From a constructivist perspective, factors such as norms of appropriate 

behaviour and identity need to be taken into account when explaining the 

degree of Turkey’s cooperation with the EU. Constructivist approaches 

hypothesise: “If cooperation is seen as an appropriate behaviour, then 

Turkey will move towards the cooperation end of the spectrum”. Specific 

factors include norms of appropriate behaviour the long-standing Turkey-EU 

alliance may have produced and potential cultural obstacles to cooperation 

with the EU.  

 

The discussion requires a more specific identification of relevant factors that 

determine what the costs and benefits were and whether cooperation was 

appropriate. These factors include general factors regarding cooperation with 

the EU as well as specific factors tailored to the case studies. The next 

chapter will focus on the theoretical framework and unpack relevant factors 

in more detail.    
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1.3. Research Design and Methodology 
 
 
This thesis focuses on three country cases during the Arab Spring. These are 

the uprisings in Syria, Egypt, and Libya. These countries were selected 

because they were major foreign policy issues for both the EU and Turkey 

during the course of the turmoil.  

 

The empirical analysis is disaggregated into “Cooperative Opportunities” 

(COs), selected as key instances in which the Turkish government took the 

initiative to act and had a chance to cooperate with the EU. These separate 

instances of cooperative opportunity provide a good picture of Turkish 

behaviour during the crises and therefore help make an assessment of 

Turkish attitudes towards cooperation with the EU. Table 1 lists the specific 

COs (11 in total) this thesis will analyse. The COs will be analysed in the 

corresponding country-specific chapters. Because leaders were ousted twice 

in Egypt, there are two chapters focusing on Egypt, examining the anti-

Mubarak uprising and the removal of Morsi.   
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Table 1: COs examined 

Uprisings COs 

Egypt, including 
post-Mubarak era 
(Chapters 4 and 7) 

• Anti-Mubarak uprising on 25 Jan 2011 (CO1) 
• Killings in Port Said on 26 Jan 2013 (CO9) 
• Removal of Morsi on 3 Jul 2013 (CO10) 
• Rabaa massacre on 14 Aug 2013 (CO11) 

Libya 
(Chapter 5) 

• Decision to support the opposition in Libya on 1 Mar 2011 (CO2) 
• Evacuation operation in Libya on 20 Feb 2011 (CO3) 
• Participation in NATO intervention on 24 Mar 2011 (C04) 

Syria 
(Chapter 6) 

• Sanctions against Assad on 30 Nov 2011 (CO5) 
• Participation in Friends of Syria Group after UNSC veto on 4 Feb 

2012 (CO6) 
• Record refugee influx 6-9 Apr 2012 (CO7) 
• Downing of Turkish plane on 22 Jun 2012 and Akçakale shelling 

on 3 Oct 2012 (CO8) 
 

	

The qualitative investigation will be based on document analysis and 

interviews with diplomats and policy makers. The degree of cooperation will 

be assessed through examining a variety of sources including statements 

made by Turkish and EU officials as well as interview data. The fundamental 

aims of the document analysis and interviews were to find whether 

consultations took place prior to policy action and to find evidence of EU 

preferences being incorporated into Turkish policy. For each case of policy 

action, interactions with the EU are analysed and assessed.  
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1.4. Structure of Thesis 
 
 
Chapter 2 unpacks the theoretical framework, discussing different factors 

that potentially shaped Turkish foreign policy behaviour. It also explains the 

research design, specifically focusing on data collection and case selection.  

 

Chapter 3 provides an overview of the cooperative frameworks between 

Turkey and the EU and the “Political Dialogue” at different levels. It is useful 

to establish an understanding of the existing regular frameworks for foreign 

policy dialogue because cooperation can take place in or be facilitated by 

existing frameworks for cooperation as well as taking place ad hoc, and the 

subsequent county-specific chapters will refer to existing frameworks. 

Chapter 3 also identifies fundamental features of the “Political Dialogue” 

between the EU and Turkey, discusses its implications with regard to the 

nature of the EU-Turkey foreign policy relationship and finds that the foreign 

policy dialogue remained largely informal during the course of the Arab 

Spring.  

 

Chapter 4 examines the degree of cooperation during the crisis in Egypt. It 

focuses specifically on the reaction of the Turkish government to anti-

Mubarak protests starting on 25 January. The main argument is that although 

there were contacts between the EU and the Turkish government, the 

relationship did not reach the consultation point. The main factor influencing 

the Turkish response was not the EU position, but instead the US response. 

Turkish foreign policy decision makers strategically followed the steps of the 
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US and waited until the US had made a clearly critical statement against the 

Egyptian regime. The Turkish reaction was a strategic action particularly 

because the Turkish government regarded criticising the Mubarak regime 

and supporting the opposition too quickly as costly actions. Uncertainty 

about the uprising led the Turkish government to turn to the US to determine 

the Turkish stance. The Turkish behaviour can be better explained using a 

rationalist approach specifically because Turkish decision makers aimed to 

avoid marginalisation in the international arena when they prioritised their 

alignment with the US position. 

 

Chapter 5 analyses cooperation during the Libyan uprising, examining 

reactions with regard to the imposition of sanctions against the Gaddafi 

regime, the evacuation of Turkish citizens and international intervention as a 

result of a UN Security Council resolution. This chapter specifically focuses 

on the U-turn in Turkish policy towards Gaddafi and argues that it was 

essentially a strategic adjustment to changing circumstances. Major factors 

that shaped Turkish behaviour were the evacuation operation and the 

international response against the regime. Again, the reaction was based on 

costs and benefits of action rather than on appropriateness. While there were 

frequent contacts with the EU, the EU was not a major actor involved in the 

foreign policy decision-making process in Ankara.  

 

Chapter 6 moves on to examine the third country-specific case, the Syrian 

uprising, and analyses cooperative opportunities during the uprising phase of 
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the crisis, specifically focusing on the initial reaction of the Turkish 

government to the turmoil and the way in which it developed its policy 

towards the Assad regime.  This chapter argues that the Turkish government, 

through advocating a regional solution, prioritised cooperation with the Arab 

League over the EU and there was no substantial “consultation” or “co-

decision” with the EU, although it was informed and contacted by the Turkish 

government. Once more, the reaction of the Turkish government was based 

on costs and benefits of action rather than on appropriateness, because 

Turkish decision makers strategically adjusted their position to become 

amongst the harshest critics of the Assad regime, believing that President 

Assad would soon step down or be removed as Colonel Gaddafi of Libya 

had been. As the Turkish position regarding the Syrian regime shifted, 

Turkish decision makers even pushed the EU to take more effective steps for 

a solution of the Syrian crisis, especially in the area of Syrian refugees.    

 

In Egypt, leaders were ousted twice. So, it is possible to see the turmoil as 

having two episodes: a crisis involving uprisings against President Mubarak 

(Chapter 4) and a crisis involving the unrest against President Morsi, after 

which there was a military intervention led by General Sisi. As an extension to 

Chapter 4, Chapter 7 focuses on the second episode and analyses 

cooperative opportunities in post-Mubarak Egypt. Examining the second 

episode of turmoil in Egypt allows comparison of the reaction of the Turkish 

government across crises in Egypt. This chapter specifically analyses the 

reaction to anti-Morsi protests and the removal of Morsi and argues that 
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there was hardly any substantial “consultation” between Turkish and EU 

officials, especially after the Turkish prime minister gave unequivocal support 

to the Muslim Brotherhood, siding with Morsi, even though his policies were 

leading to polarisation in Egypt. This chapter asserts that the Turkish 

leadership had strong preferences regarding the leadership in Egypt, 

favouring Sunni actors at the expense of other groups in the country’s 

political spectrum. The Turkish leadership was closed to discussion with 

regard to its policies and often criticised those that did not share its 

perspective. As a consequence, Ankara even accused the West, and the EU, 

of legitimising a wrongdoing. Moreover, Chapter 7 argues that Turkish 

support for Morsi, after it had become clear that Sisi would stay, is difficult to 

explain as a purely strategic action, although the initial Turkish support for 

Morsi had strategic aspects. Political and cultural affinity between the AKP 

and Muslim Brotherhood were crucial factors in Turkish engagement in 

Egypt, constraining cooperation with the EU to the extent that they caused a 

divergence. Chapter 7 claims that substantial cooperation with the EU, in the 

form of “consultation” or “co-decision”, would have been costly and that 

exchanging information without substantial consultation was the convenient 

action.    
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1.5. Overall Findings 
 

This thesis finds that there was generally a lack of substantial cooperation 

involving “consultation” because the Turkish government did not reach out to 

consult the EU about its actions either before or after the public 

announcement of the Turkish position. EU feedback was not sought after 

and not taken into consideration in the decision-making process. However, in 

most cases, there was more than “unilateral information”, and information 

exchange between EU and Turkish officials took place. Therefore, one way or 

another, the EU was always attached to the Turkish decision-making 

process. There was no substantial consultation or co-decision but none of 

the Turkish decisions caught the EU by total surprise because the EU was 

informed about Turkish actions. As for the variation across COs, more 

cooperation can generally be seen where there was no direct threat to 

Turkish border security or to the political survival of the government.  

 

A major factor that affected the degree of cooperation was the lack of 

convergence between the Turkish and EU positions, especially when the 

Turkish government adopted fundamentally different positions, such as its 

continuous support for Morsi. Political and cultural affinity were both crucial 

to the Turkish foreign policy decision-making process in determining 

allegiance. However, although there was a correlation between the 

divergence of policies and the lack of a high degree of cooperation, it did not 

automatically lead to a complete absence of cooperation between the EU 

and Turkey. In all COs, there was at least “unilateral information” and it is 



 24 

possible to claim that cooperation improved the EU’s and Turkey’s 

understanding of each other’s policies.  

 

The main argument of this thesis with regard to explaining the cooperation 

outcome is that rationalism better explains Turkish behaviour with regard to 

cooperation with the EU, particularly the general lack of high-level 

cooperation and the fact that there is not a complete absence of cooperation 

in the form of “no cooperation”. Urgency of action and security concerns are 

specific factors that explain increased costs of cooperation. Although the 

Turkish government generally prefers the cost effective outcome, there were 

some cases during the Arab Spring that cannot be fully explained in 

rationalist terms. For example, in Egypt after Morsi, the Turkish attitude to 

cooperation with the EU was dependent on the Turkish position with regard 

to the Sisi government: it is difficult to explain the Turkish government’s 

behaviour regarding Sisi in Egypt as a purely strategic behaviour because of 

the cultural and political affinity between the AKP government and the 

Muslim Brotherhood, affinities which need to be taken into consideration in 

explaining why the Turkish government continued to regard Morsi as the 

legitimate leader.    

 

Furthermore, another major point that this thesis makes is that the Arab 

uprisings marked a turning point in the foreign policy relationship between 

the EU and Turkey because often the EU needed Turkish cooperation rather 

than the other way around. The Turkish government was in the driver’s seat, 
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which meant a radical change in the traditional power asymmetry between 

these actors.  

 

Moreover, the Turkish government was reluctant to criticise the incumbent 

regimes. The primary reason was persistence with the “zero problems with 

neighbours” policy that had been implemented before the Arab Spring. The 

Turkish government had established close ties with the governments of 

Libya, Syria, and Egypt and the policy had been seen as a success story of 

the AKP government. When the crises started, Turkish foreign policy decision 

makers did not want to give up on the policy and they did not anticipate that 

the unrests would snowball into a broader democratic upheaval in the region.  

 

One of the key implications of the research presented here is that the foreign 

policy relationship between the EU and Turkey is not limited to the 

membership negotiations. The membership negotiations involve the foreign 

policy relationship but they do not necessarily cover all aspects of the 

interaction. The foreign policy relationship is therefore a somewhat separate 

area of interaction that requires further attention. This research finds that 

informal foreign policy interaction continued, and therefore can continue, in 

the absence of progress in EU membership negotiations.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
Theoretical Framework and Research 
Design 
 

 

This chapter consists of two parts. The first part establishes a theoretical 

framework for the analysis of Turkey’s cooperation with the EU, utilising 

theories from the mainstream International Relations (IR) literature as well as 

analytical tools from the Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA) literature. Discussing 

various motivations behind Turkish actions, theories examined in this chapter 

lay the foundations of different explanations for Turkish behaviour regarding 

interaction with the EU. Broadly, there are two key explanations: Turkish 

behaviour follows either a strategic course of action taking into consideration 

costs and benefits, or appropriate behaviour.  

 

Table 2:  Specific factors affecting cooperation with the EU 

Rationalist 
approaches 

• A combination of high and low politics, mainly involving 
security in the short term but also essential economic 
interests in the long term. 

• Preference divergence from the EU  
• Urgency of action/response		

Constructivist 
approaches  

• Political and cultural affinity affecting foreign policy 
behaviour, including the attitude towards the EU. 

• Identification with norms of appropriate behaviour 
prompting cooperation with the EU.		
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Table 2 specifies the key factors that rationalist and constructivist 

approaches identify in determining the costs and benefits or appropriateness 

of cooperation with the EU. For rationalist approaches, specific factors 

include low/high politics, mainly involving security concerns and economic 

repercussions of action; urgency of action, although this may overlap with 

security concerns depending on the issue area; and preference divergence 

from the EU. Security concerns and instances in which an action needs to be 

taken urgently generally indicate high costs in terms of cooperation with the 

EU. Economic factors and preference divergence from the EU are issue-

specific and can suggest both costs and benefits from cooperation, 

particularly depending on payoffs with regard to EU membership aspirations 

or regional leadership aspirations.  

 

For constructivist approaches, specific factors include political and cultural 

affinity affecting the foreign policy decision-making process and Turkish 

identification with the norms of appropriateness prompting cooperation with 

the EU. Generally, the latter suggests that the degree of cooperation is 

directly proportional to the extent to which Turkey identifies with the norms of 

appropriate behaviour encouraging cooperation. The former is issue specific. 

Turkish attitude towards the EU, and foreign policy cooperation, may be 

affected across COs depending on the degree to which there is political and 

cultural affinity between the Turkish government and actors in the case study 

countries.     
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After having discussed key factors relevant in the two explanations for the 

degree of cooperation, the second part of the chapter details the research 

design, and describes case selection and data collection. Essentially, the 

theoretical framework establishes the basis for addressing the why question: 

“Why is there cooperation (or lack thereof) with the EU?” while the research 

design unpacks the methods used.   

 

2.1. Cooperation with the EU as Dependent Variable 

 
Before moving on to explanations for cooperation, this section discusses the 

dependent variable in some more depth. The key questions that need to be 

addressed are: What is cooperation as a concept? What forms of 

cooperation can be identified? And methodologically, how can we identify 

cooperation empirically?  

 

As touched upon in Chapter 1, cooperation does not necessarily describe a 

harmony of interests. Indeed, it is more important to be able to observe 

cooperation in the absence of a harmony of interests, when it involves an 

adjustment of behaviour and is thus more difficult to achieve. In such cases, 

it is therefore more in need of analysis.  

 

It is possible to distinguish different forms of cooperation. Figure 1 lays out 

the framework for analysing cooperation by summarising the different stages 
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that will be used to analyse Turkey’s cooperation with the EU during the Arab 

uprisings. These are on a scale from no cooperation to co-decision.  

Figure 1: Degrees of Cooperation1 

	

	

 

Turkey’s cooperation with the EU increases as the relationship moves 

towards the co-decision point on the right hand side of the line: 

 

No Cooperation (0) involves unilateral action without any information or 

consultation. The EU is not taken into account when foreign policy is made.  

 

At the Unilateral Information (1) point, the Turkish government only informs 

the EU of its intended actions but then goes on to carry out these intentions. 

The EU has no opportunity to provide its own assessment of Turkish 

decisions due to a lack of consultation.  

 

At the Consultation (2) point, the Turkish government reaches out and 

consults the EU before acting. The EU has a chance to provide feedback on 

Turkish positions. This does not necessarily lead to a change in Turkish 

policy.  

 
                                            
1 I first developed an initial formulation of this classification as a part of my MSc thesis – 
Süsler 2012.  

0: No 
Cooperation 

1: Unilateral  
Information 

2: Consultation 3: Co-decision 
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Co-decision (3) describes Turkey consulting the EU, and if necessary, 

modifying its behaviour according to feedback. Therefore, there is a 

possibility of adaptation to the EU position. This does not necessarily mean a 

complete shift to EU preferences. 

 

Methodologically, interviews and document analysis provided essential 

information regarding the kinds of interactions that took place between the 

EU and Turkey during the uprisings. In order to observe cooperation 

empirically and to identify the form that it took, this analysis will examine 

interactions between the EU and Turkey after each CO and assess whether 

consultation with the EU took place prior to Turkish actions. Typical empirical 

evidence for information exchange would point to the provision of 

information through ad hoc meetings in which the Turkish government briefs 

the EU on its intended actions or preferences, or personal communication 

whereby Turkish officials inform EU officials on Turkish positions. More is 

needed as evidence for consultation. Ideally, there needs to be evidence 

indicating that the Turkish government took the initiative to contact the EU, 

that is, evidence that it requested and scheduled meetings with the EU or 

liaised with the EU Delegation in Ankara; moreover, the evidence should 

suggest that the Turkish government offered the EU an opportunity to 

comment on its positions. As for co-decision, empirically observable 

implications of cooperation could additionally involve policy adjustment as a 

result of EU feedback and possibly adaptation to an EU position.  
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2.2. Theoretical Framework 

 
The explanations for cooperation can be divided into two broad camps: 

rationalist and constructivist approaches (Table 3). Rationalist approaches 

assert that purposeful and goal-oriented actors follow the “logic of 

consequentialism” (March and Olsen, 1989: 160-162) and make cost-benefit 

calculations. Constructivists argue that actors follow the “logic of 

appropriateness” (ibid.) and that the main motivations of actors are not costs 

and benefits but instead norms, values, identities, and “appropriate 

behaviour”.  

 

Table 3: Theoretical approaches for analysis 

 

 Rationalist Approach Constructivist Approach 

Logic Consequences Appropriateness 

Core theory  Neoliberal 
institutionalism 

Realism Constructivism 

Dominant 
motivation of 
cooperation 
with the EU 

Welfare 
maximisation 

Security 
maximisation 
and power 
politics 

Norms of appropriate 
behaviour regarding 
cooperation 

Favourable 
condition for 
cooperation 
with the EU 

When cooperation is cost 
effective 

When cooperation is seen as 
appropriate behaviour 
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Fundamentally, rationalist approaches hypothesise: “For the Turkish 

government, if there are greater benefits from cooperation than from 

unilateral action, then the Turkish government will seek cooperation with the 

EU”; whereas, constructivist approaches hypothesise: “If cooperation is seen 

as appropriate, a higher degree of cooperation will take place”. 

 
This analysis requires pinning down what constitutes the “costs and benefits 

of cooperation” and the “appropriate behaviour” regarding cooperation. This 

chapter will start by unpacking costs and benefits, and then move on to 

examining appropriate behaviour. While doing so, it will also review the 

relevant literature.  

 

Costs and benefits are more complex, mainly because questions of identity 

and mutual community do not vary across cases. As will be discussed, costs 

and benefits vary depending on specific issues and domestic considerations. 

Therefore, this chapter will give more weight to elaborating on specific 

factors involved in rationalist calculations. 

 

This thesis uses the distinction between rationalism and constructivism to 

situate itself in the broader IR literature. However, a competitive testing of 

these theories is not presented; rather, the main view here is that these 

approaches are complementary.2 This study sets out to investigate how 

different factors affecting foreign policy making interact, not if these factors 

                                            
2 See, for example, the study of Jupille, Caporaso, and Checkel, 2002 on “integrating 
institutions”, which discusses complementarities between various institutionalisms, primarily 
between the rational and constructivist conceptions of institutions.     
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matter. Take identity for example: in one way or another one would expect 

identity to be an important aspect of Turkish foreign policy making towards 

the Middle East and North Africa (once Ottoman territories) where the 

uprisings took place. In examining these regions, the key question for this 

thesis is not so much whether identity matters (one would expect it to matter) 

but how it interacts with other factors in the formation of Turkish positions in 

Ankara. That said, indeed, certain factors are more salient in certain case 

studies (more of which below). 

 

2.2.1. The Rationalist Approach 

 
This subsection discusses how the costs of cooperation vary across different 

forms of cooperation, and how specific factors determine the costs and 

benefits of cooperation. Specifically, key factors determining the costs and 

benefits of cooperation can be identified as high/low politics considerations, 

urgency of action, and policy divergence from the EU (Table 2). This 

subsection also addresses the questions, “What kind of issues are generally 

most costly, and what kind of issue-specific costs and benefits are there?” 

and “How do costs and benefits vary depending on one’s theoretical 

perspective?” 

 

In addition, complementing the discussion of specific factors, this subsection 

will also use insights from the FPA literature in order to focus on the 

domestic arena and the process of foreign policy decision making, rather 
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than solely focusing on policy outcomes. This is important mainly because 

foreign policy decision making is a complex process that cannot be 

abstracted from the domestic context from which it emerges (Hill, 2002). 

Using FPA in light of rational-choice theories can provide a more accurate 

picture of the interaction of different factors – international and domestic – 

from which Turkish preferences are formed. Moreover, FPA provides an 

excellent critique of the Rational Actor Model and is particularly useful when 

observing the complexity of foreign policy decision making. This subsection 

will discuss factors that might interfere with rational decision making (e.g., 

self-perceptions and cognitive biases) as well as Poliheuristic Theory as an 

approach that seeks to reconcile rational and non-rational approaches to 

decision making.     

 

2.2.1.1. Variation of Costs and Benefits 
 
The main point that needs to be highlighted is that cooperation typically 

always involves costs to one degree or another since it requires some 

adjustment to (otherwise preferred) unilateral behaviour. However, these 

costs vary depending on the situation and on the form of cooperation. A 

higher degree of cooperation that involves “co-decision” is generally more 

costly than a lower degree of cooperation. For example, policy divergence 

from the EU is a specific factor that affects the degree of cooperation with 

the EU, as this chapter will discuss later. It is a significant cost for “co-

decision”, since it is costly to cooperate and accommodate EU preferences 

when the EU takes a fundamentally different position. Yet, policy divergence 
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is not a significant cost for “unilateral information”. Therefore, it is possible to 

claim that cooperation becomes easier and costs reduce when the degree of 

cooperation is lower.    

 

There are general costs with regard to cooperation with the EU. It is generally 

highly costly to cooperate when the Turkish government needs to take urgent 

action. In these instances, unilateral action is more preferable than 

cooperating with the EU. Specifically, an immediate direct security threat 

qualifies as an instance in which the Turkish government needs to react 

promptly. Indeed, this does not concern only urgency of action but also 

security as an issue-specific factor increasing costs of cooperation. In this 

instance, cooperation as “co-decision” might mean constraints on unilateral 

action in the sense of compromising on one’s preferences. “Unilateral 

information” might take time, which can be considered as a cost, but not as 

much as “consultation”. The key points here are that there can be general 

costs of cooperation, typically threats against Turkish sovereignty, and that 

the costs may vary depending on the form of cooperation, for example, “co-

decision”, to one degree or another, is always more costly than lower forms 

of cooperation. 

 

Variation in costs and benefits can also depend on one’s theoretical outlook: 

for example, what may be considered a high cost from a realist perspective 

may not necessarily be perceived as such from a neoliberal standpoint. Two 

theories under the umbrella of rationalism – neoliberal institutionalism and 
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realism – can be used in order to elaborate on different ways of interpreting 

costs and benefits from a rationalist perspective. A realist perspective (see 

e.g., Waltz, 1979; Mearsheimer, 1990; Carr, 1940; Grieco, 1988) brings 

security and power politics to the forefront as the dominant drivers of Turkish 

behaviour; whereas, a neoliberal institutionalist perspective (see e.g., 

Keohane, 1984; Lake, 1996; Weber, 2000; Stein, 2008) suggests that the 

dominant motivation is welfare and focuses on the long-term benefits of 

cooperative behaviour. For example, a realist perspective amplifies the 

benefits of unilateral action when there are national security concerns, or it 

may see a higher degree of cooperation with the EU as an erosion of 

sovereignty, whereas a neoliberal perspective focuses more on welfare 

maximisation and low politics when considering any costs and benefits of 

cooperation.   

 

2.2.1.2. High/Low Politics Considerations 

As discussed earlier, realism underpins high politics, and national security is 

a significant factor in determining the costs and benefits of cooperation with 

the EU. A realist approach also stresses power politics and the position of 

Turkey in the international arena, at which point the Turkish aspirations of 

becoming a regional power become relevant for this analysis. From a realist 

viewpoint, the main Turkish aspiration since the end of the Cold War is to 

play a role in the new world order through becoming a regional power, and a 
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pivotal actor3 in the region (Davutoğlu, 2001; Sayarı, 2000). During the AKP 

era, especially after the AKP’s second term in power (2007 onwards), the 

redefinition of Turkish foreign policy has attracted ever-increasing popular 

and academic attention due to the strong activism of Turkey in the Middle 

East (Kirişçi, 2009a; 2009b; Öniş, 2011; Öniş and Yılmaz, 2009; Erhan, 2011; 

Özcan and Usul, 2010; Düzgit and Tocci, 2009; Tocci, 2010), and 

commentators have argued that Turkey is ambitious to become a “benign 

regional power” (Kirişçi, 2009b; see also Öniş, 2003).  

 

A revision of Turkish foreign policy priorities also meant that EU accession 

was no longer the priority of the Turkish government. According to Öniş and 

Yılmaz (2009), disappointment with the EU membership process has pushed 

Turkey to retreat to what they term “soft Euro-Asianism”, a policy that does 

not regard EU membership as the top priority but instead considers it one of 

many focal points for foreign policy. Over time, the Turkish government has 

sought to explore alternative alliances that would help its aim to become a 

regional leader. The most evident example was when the Turkish PM clearly 

portrayed the Shanghai Cooperation Organization as an alternative to the EU:  

Now, of course when things go such a negative way [referring to EU-
Turkey relations], as the prime minister of 75 million, you inevitably 
begin a different search. Therefore, I said that to Putin the other day: let 
us into the Shanghai Five [Shanghai Cooperation Council] and we will 
say ‘farewell’ to the EU. The Shanghai Five is more powerful and it is 
better (Erdoğan, 2013c). 

                                            
3 The precise wording Davutoğlu used in his 2001 book, the Strategic Depth, before he 
became a policy maker, was oyun kurucu, literally “game setter”. It is a basketball analogy 
and means, “point guard” (the player who directs the team’s offence).   
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The main point here is that there has been an ambition to become a regional 

leader, which became particularly prominent after the government’s second 

term, and that EU accession was then no longer seen as the primary foreign 

policy aim, or as a prerequisite to becoming a global actor.  

 

With such a power-politics-oriented outlook, cooperation could be costly if it 

constrained Turkey’s room for manoeuvre in its new hinterland. For instance, 

in order to extend and strengthen its sphere of influence, Turkey might 

choose cooperation with regional actors over cooperation with the EU, if 

cooperation with the EU becomes detrimental to the Turkish aim of 

becoming a regional leader. On the other hand, cooperation with the EU 

could be beneficial if it enhances Turkey’s attractiveness through increasing 

Turkey’s effectiveness in the region with regard to the crises. 

 

In addition, there is a potential for a clash of interests between Turkey and 

the EU if competition for influence in the Middle East and North Africa takes 

place. This is especially relevant in the context of the Arab Spring because it 

has been a strategic interest for both Turkey and the EU to shape the 

restoration of political systems in post-crisis zones. Considering the public 

debate in Turkey about whether it could be a “model” for the Arab states in 

the post-Arab Spring era, it could be claimed that the main Turkish aim has 

been to influence the region in a way that facilitates its goal of becoming a 

regional leader (Interview TR01; see also Kirişçi, 2013 for a critical account).  
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The term “soft power” (Nye, 1990) has been popularly used to discuss the 

growing Turkish engagement in the Middle East (Walt, 2012; Oğuzlu, 2007; 

2011). From a realist standpoint, it could be claimed that Turkish foreign 

policy behaviour is based on the aim of increasing Turkish soft power and 

any obstacles that stand in Turkey’s way to achieve this goal can be 

interpreted as costs. For example, if cooperation with the EU were to limit 

Turkey’s ability to pursue unilateral action regarding important security issues 

or if it were to hinder Turkey’s exercise of power, then the costs of 

cooperation would be higher. Here, the essential link between soft power and 

costs of cooperation concerns whether cooperation increases or decreases 

Turkey’s attractiveness in the region and, depending on the degree to which 

it is detrimental to Turkish soft power, cooperation can be seen as costly.  

 

It should be made clear that the rationalist perspective does not always 

expect an absence of cooperation due to high costs. There could also be 

expected benefits of cooperation, especially when moving from a realist 

perspective to a more neoliberal one that emphasises low politics. A major 

potential benefit of cooperation is that the Turkish government, through 

cooperating with the EU, can show the EU its strategic value as a foreign 

policy partner, which could then bestow benefits considering the EU 

membership process and regional alliance with the EU.  

 

One of the main aims of Turkish foreign policy has been to join the EU as a 

full member. However, it should be noted that within the AKP era this desire 
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has not been homogeneous, and has differed considerably over time. It is 

possible to say that Turkish interest in becoming an EU member peaked 

around the time of the opening of negotiations in 2005, however, gradually 

this interest has declined, especially after the AKP consolidated power in the 

domestic arena and revised Turkish foreign policy priorities to place more 

emphasis on becoming a regional leader than becoming an EU member. 

 

There are a variety of reasons why there was a loss of momentum in the EU 

accession process and a decline in interest in joining the EU. These include 

the open-endedness of negotiations, the proposal by some member states 

that Turkey become a “privileged partner” rather than a full member, and the 

diminished credibility of the accession process (Tocci, 2010: 29). For 

instance, Eralp’s (2009) analysis identified how a “time factor” contributes to 

a vicious circle in which the slow pace of negotiations not only blurs the 

prospects of membership but also “increases the political cost of supporting 

the EU project domestically” (167). Also, the internal problems the EU has 

faced, such as the Eurozone crisis, have fuelled an “enlargement fatigue” 

(Szolucha, 2010), raised issues on how to deal with (institutionally and 

economically) a country as large as Turkey, and slowed down the momentum 

of negotiations. In addition, there has been increasing Euroscepticism in 

Turkish politics (Gülmez, 2013) and essential domestic issues, such as 

increasing authoritarianism (The Economist, 2013), which again have 

impeded progress in the accession process. 
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Moreover, one of the main reasons the AKP government preferred to 

maintain good relations with the EU when it took power in 2002 was that the 

EU demands concerning civilian control over the military fit well with its 

preferences  (Sedelmeier, 2011: 14). As the AKP consolidated power in the 

domestic arena, a close relationship with the EU lost its instrumental value in 

terms of the struggle against the military control of politics. This also 

demonstrates how domestic politics has been reflected in foreign policy 

behaviour with regard to relations with the EU over time.  

 

Therefore, as mentioned earlier in this chapter, it is not possible to say that 

interest in the EU has been static during the AKP era. It is important to take 

into consideration the historical context of Turkey-EU relations and the 

evolution of the Turkish attitude from a deep commitment to integration in 

the early 2000s to a foreign policy approach that does not regard 

membership as a top priority. The reason why this is particularly important is 

because the gradual degeneration in the relationship has had a fundamental 

impact on the attitude of the Turkish government towards the EU and its 

willingness to cooperate in order to deal with foreign policy problems. 

 

Nonetheless, arguably, the objective of EU membership has remained a key 

aim on the Turkish foreign policy agenda because membership generally has 

a strategic value regardless of domestic politics in Turkey. For this reason, 

Turkish decision makers have always claimed that Turkey would make a 

successful addition to the EU, especially in the area of foreign and security 
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policy. For instance, during his visit to Prague in February 2013, PM Erdoğan 

(2013a) clearly stated that the EU needed Turkey if it wanted to become a 

strong global actor and underlined that there was “absolutely no deviation on 

the part of the government from the objective of becoming an EU member”. 

Similarly, PM Davutoğlu (2016) also declared that EU membership was a 

“strategic aim” for Turkey and “Turkey would definitely become a member, 

one way or the other”.  

 

EU accession has also remained on the agenda because any progress in the 

EU membership negotiations demonstrates to domestic audiences that the 

AKP has hastened the development of Turkey, especially considering the 

way in which the AKP took credit for opening negotiations with the EU in 

2005. It is often stated by government ministers, such as EU Minister and 

Chief Negotiator Bozkır (2015), that successive AKP governments have 

worked the hardest in the history of the Republic to further Turkey’s 

membership bid.  

 

The main point here is that EU membership, to one degree or another, has 

always had strategic value for Turkey. Foreign policy cooperation with the EU 

could be beneficial in the sense that it could strengthen Turkey’s hand in the 

accession process and make Turkey more attractive as a potential member. 

If, through cooperation, the Turkish government can prove that it is an 

important and reliable asset to the EU, and if this brings Turkey closer to its 

strategic goal of EU membership, then cooperation is beneficial.    



 43 

Furthermore, since the neoliberal institutionalist approach focuses more on 

the long-term benefits of cooperation and emphasises welfare maximisation 

as one of the dominant drivers of Turkish behaviour, prioritising the 

improvement of economic relations with the immediate neighbourhood is 

also beneficial. The implication this has for cost-benefit calculation during the 

Arab Spring depends on whether preferred cooperation with the various 

regimes would impede cooperation with the EU. At this point, policy 

divergence from the EU becomes relevant for this analysis. 

 

2.2.1.3. Policy Divergence from the EU 

Policy divergence from the EU is a factor affecting the costs and benefits of 

cooperation with the EU. The more pronounced the differences of policies 

between the EU and Turkey are, the harder to see a high degree of 

cooperation, involving adjustments of behaviour, because of the high costs 

involved. One of the key issues here is the way in which Turkey and the EU 

might have fundamentally different preferences and, as a result, may choose 

to react in different ways with regard to the crises. Policy divergence from the 

EU may overlap with high/low politics considerations, particularly because it 

can be a result of the Turkish leadership acting on economic motives that 

might make it difficult to cooperate with the EU. Conversely, when there is 

not much policy divergence from the EU, it becomes easier to engage in 

cooperation, especially at lower levels, such as at “unilateral information”.  
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With the aim of making Turkey an influential actor in the region, the AKP 

leadership has pursued a policy of “zero problems with neighbours” and 

prioritised its relationships with Middle Eastern and North African regimes.4 

As Öniş (2012: 46) explains, the AKP approach to the Middle East and North 

Africa pre-Arab Spring was fundamentally based on “principles of mutual 

gain through economic interdependence”. What this means is that the 

Turkish government had established close ties with the regimes in the Arab 

Spring countries, which made it difficult for the government to be critical of 

them. Preferences can therefore diverge from the EU if the Turkish 

government hesitates to criticise regimes due to economic reasons. In other 

words, it is more costly to cooperate when cooperation with the EU 

translates into potential economic losses for Turkey, especially considering 

the AKP’s relationship with the Arab leaders and populations in the region. 

For instance, if cooperation with the EU puts Turkish assets in a crisis zone in 

danger, then the Turkish government would avoid it. Such a situation can 

potentially happen if the Turkish government feels the need to distance itself 

from the EU in an attempt to appear friendly to incumbent regimes across the 

crisis zone for strategic reasons.     

 

An important factor Davutoğlu took into consideration when devising the 

policy of “zero problems with neighbours” was EU membership because it 

was essentially based on the idea that “Turkey should expand its area of 

political manoeuvre and be ready with alternative policies for any result the 

                                            
4 On the AKP’s “Zero Problems With Neighbours” policy and Ahmet Davutoğlu’s idea of 
“Strategic Depth” in this context, see Davutoğlu (2001). 
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EU-Turkey relationship might produce” (2001: 509). In other words, what 

Davutoğlu advocated, and what later became AKP policy, was that Turkey 

needed to keep its options open regarding the EU membership process and 

to realise its potential to influence its neighbourhood. What this means for 

cost-benefit calculations is that the Turkish government can prioritise 

maintaining good relations with Arab states, regardless of whether this 

creates a conflict with the EU.   

 

Many have described the new tendencies in Turkish foreign policy as “neo-

Ottoman” since it sought to re-establish a form of Pax Ottomana (Özcan and 

Usul, 2010; Erhan, 2011). The term “neo-Ottoman” refers to an ethno-

religious (Turkic-Islamic) policy aimed at bonding peoples sharing a common 

Ottoman history (so including Syria, Libya, and Egypt). The term, although 

coined before the AKP’s formation, has been associated with AKP foreign 

policy due to the AKP leadership’s emphasis on the improvement of relations 

with Middle Eastern states. What needs to be underlined here is the fact that 

there was a re-orientation of foreign policy under the AKP leadership and a 

fundamental aspect of this re-orientation was the aim to secure long-term 

economic gains. To spell this out, these economic gains were based on 

increasing international trade and supporting Turkish companies working in 

Arab states. The main aspect of this reorientation of foreign policy was to 

have an increased engagement with the governments in Arab states and to 

have a policy of rapprochement with those who had been previously hostile, 

such as the Syrian government. Therefore, a neoliberal perspective would 
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presuppose welfare maximisation as a priority when a decision regarding 

cooperation is being made and the degree of cooperation then depends on 

whether it constrains Turkish aims or not.   

 

For example, close trade relations with Middle Eastern and North African 

regimes have generated much wealth for Turkey. Figure 2 shows that Turkish 

exports to the Middle East and Africa rapidly increased from the beginning of 

the Arab uprisings, almost tripling in value by 2006.  

 

	

Source: Turkish Statistical Institute (2016) 

 

Regarding how it differs across countries, Table 4 shows the total value of 

Turkish exports to Middle East and North African countries, including Libya, 

Syria, and Egypt. For all three cases, and for the other countries in Table 4, 

there was a rapid rise in the total value of Turkish exports, especially before 

and from the beginning of the Arab uprisings. For example in the case of 
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Libya, the total value of Turkish exports increased from $489m in 2006 to 

$1.9bn in 2010, just before the start of the unrest in 2011. Libya, Syria, and 

Egypt stand out as countries for which there was a steady increase in total 

export value until the beginning of the uprisings, which indicates that they 

were valuable economic partners for the Turkish government when the crises 

began. This therefore means that it would have been highly costly for the 

Turkish government to act in any way that could have brought potential harm 

to these economic gains.  
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Table 4: Turkish exports by country 2006-2014 
(Value: Thousand $) 

 
 

 
 

 
2006 

2007 
2008 

2009 
2010 

2011 
2012 

2013 
2014 

Egypt 
709,353 

902,703 
1,426,450 

2,599,030 
2,550,577 

2,779,311 
3,679,195 

3,200,362 
3,297,538 

Syria 
609,417 

797,766 
1,115,013 

1,421,637 
1,844,605 

1,609,861 
497,960 

1,024,473 
1,800,962 

Libya 
489,261 

643,150 
1,074,288 

1,795,117 
1,932,370 

747,649 
2,139,440 

2,753,096 
2,059,898 

Q
atar 

342,147 
449,963 

1,074,013 
289,361 

162,549 
188,138 

257,329 
244,077 

344,713 

S. Arabia 
983,227 

1,486,918 
2,201,875 

1,768,216 
2,217,646 

2,763,476 
3,676,612 

3,191,482 
3,047,134 

U
AE 

1,985,696 
3,240,940 

7,975,400 
2,896,572 

3,332,885 
3,706,654 

8,174,607 
4,965,630 

4,655,710 

Jordan 
321,661 

389,305 
460,738 

455,352 
571,334 

506,839 
770,982 

744,193 
907,021 

Israel 
1,529,158 

1,658,195 
1,935,235 

1,522,436 
2,080,148 

2,391,148 
650,142 

805,218 
861,434 

Lebanon 
240,599 

393,217 
665,055 

688,681 
618,318 

718,257 
845,970 

818,643 
782,586 

Algeria 
1,020,696 

1,231,725 
1,613,644 

1,777,198 
1,504,590 

1,470,547 
1,813,037 

2,002,689 
2,078,889 

Tunisia 
324,893 

530,277 
778,098 

645,767 
713,632 

802,302 
796,738 

892,157 
915,041 

M
orocco 

551,377 
721,595 

957,769 
598,541 

623,957 
920,896 

1,014,906 
1,192,900 

1,406,566 

Iran 
1,066,902 

1,441,190 
2,029,760 

2,024,546 
3,044,177 

3,589,635 
9,921,602 

4,192,511 
3,886,190 

 
Source: Turkish Statistical Institute (2016) 
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Here, the costs of cooperation can also vary depending on the form of 

cooperation. For instance, co-decision with the EU may have required cutting 

relations with the incumbent regimes and imposing sanctions. In this case, it 

would have been highly costly for the Turkish government to cooperate. This 

is an example in which non-cooperation with the EU could have potential 

benefits, since the Turkish government acts to protect its vested interests 

and may choose to appear friendly to the incumbent regimes. If the EU takes 

certain measures against these regimes, the Turkish government may 

disagree or delay taking similar steps considering the damage such steps 

would have on their economic relations. In other words, because the costs of 

cutting trade relations for Turkey are higher, it might take parallel steps 

reluctantly and prefer not to accommodate EU preferences in its policy, 

which means cooperation with the EU can be costly. However, lower degrees 

of cooperation can have fewer costs since they do not involve 

accommodating potentially harmful EU preferences; for example, the Turkish 

government can still implement unilateral action in unilateral information as 

long as it informs the EU about what action it plans to pursue. 

 

Therefore, policy divergence from the EU can be one of the factors 

determining the costs and benefits of cooperation depending on the CO. The 

costs of cooperation are higher and the degree of cooperation is lower when 

there is a greater divergence. That said, it should also be pointed out that the 

convergence of policies does not automatically lead to cooperation, although 
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it would be easier to cooperate when there is a harmony of interests and 

policies.  

 

Ideally, cooperation should be backed up by political will since the EU and 

Turkish officials need to be able to communicate for cooperation to take 

place. There can be practical problems inhibiting cooperation when there are 

tensions between leaders. For example, it is difficult for Turkish and EU 

leaders to gather around a negotiation table for “co-decision” a day after the 

Turkish leadership has accused the EU and the West of hypocrisy and 

imperialism. Officials may refrain from contact at higher levels to avoid 

criticisms and accusations, which was one of the issues making cooperation 

harder to achieve, as an EU diplomat at the EU Delegation in Ankara 

commented (Interview EU02). According to Marc Pierini, a former EU 

ambassador to Turkey (2006-2011), the real cause of the absence of 

cooperation was the transformation of Turkish foreign policy under the AKP 

government and, consequently, a lack of Turkish political will to cooperate 

with the EU, causing divergence from the EU (Interview EU03). So, policy 

divergence can make it both costly and difficult to achieve cooperation 

especially when the views and preferences of actors are essentially different.  

 

Here, it is also important to take into consideration the evolution of Turkey-

EU relations from a commitment to accession in the early 2000s to shallow 

cooperation with the EU in the post-2011 Arab Spring setting. The way in 

which the AKP government revised Turkish foreign policy priorities intensified 
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policy divergence from the EU, especially due to Turkey’s ambition to be 

accepted as a regional leader.   

 

2.2.1.4. Urgency of Action/Response  

Urgency is a factor determining the costs and benefits of cooperation. The 

costs of cooperation rise when the Turkish government needs to give an 

urgent response. This may overlap with the factors already discussed when/if 

other factors create an urgency for action. This especially applies to hard 

politics and security issues since these require a timely response. 

Cooperation can be costly because it almost always takes time to some 

degree, and also because unilateral action might be preferable when there is 

an immediate threat to national sovereignty. A typical situation in which there 

is a high urgency of action is when there is a security threat to Turkish 

territorial integrity. An attack on Turkish soldiers or aircraft qualifies as a hard 

security threat after which the Turkish government may prefer to avoid 

cooperation in order to respond with urgency, enacting immediate retaliation 

under the rules of engagement. Therefore, it is possible to claim that hard 

security issues and high politics usually require more urgent responses than 

do low politics issues.  

 

The need to act urgently is not always due to hard security threats. Foreign 

policy issues might snowball and need urgent attention. Such issues often 

cause concern for the government in the domestic arena. For example, the 

Syrian refugee crisis gradually became an issue of greater urgency than the 
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decision to freeze the assets of the Assad family. This was mainly because 

the refugee crisis had the potential to create greater concern for the 

government in the domestic arena. When the Syrian uprising began, only a 

few thousand Syrian refugees fled into Turkey and it was easy for the Turkish 

government to accommodate them; however, when the numbers reached a 

hundred thousand, it became a real concern for the government as to how to 

deal with the issue. Since the beginning of the Syrian uprising, Turkey has 

hosted a great number of Syrian refugees fleeing the conflict. As will be 

discussed in Chapter 6, the Turkish government initially believed the crisis 

would be short-lived and the refugees would be able to return to Syria. When 

there was a record influx of refugees, the government saw it as an issue 

needing an urgent response and immediately urged the UN to find a 

permanent solution. Chapter 6 on Syria contains an in-depth analysis of this, 

but this example illustrates here that urgency of action might not always 

pertain to hard security issues involving military conflict.  

 

The costs of cooperation also depend on the type of cooperation. When the 

urgency of action is high, the costs of cooperation are greater for achieving a 

higher degree of cooperation. However, a lower degree of cooperation, such 

as “unilateral information” would have fewer costs and is therefore possible 

even if the government needs to take an urgent action.  
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2.2.1.5. Insights from the FPA Literature  

There are two specific ways in which FPA could help this analysis. First, an 

analysis of Turkish foreign policy behaviour would be incomplete without 

discussing domestic politics. The fundamental problem with the Rational 

Actor Model (Allison and Zelikow, 1999) in analysing foreign policy is that it 

sees states as unitary actors, overlooking what goes on inside them. FPA’s 

focus on the domestic environment is particularly useful when analysing the 

process of foreign policy decision making in its domestic setting. Second, a 

purely rationalist/game theoretical approach to any cost-benefit calculus 

tends to de-historize foreign policy problems. FPA offers useful insights into 

how history, as a factor potentially influencing foreign policy decision-making 

processes, informs any given context. Specifically, cognitive factors in 

interpreting the past are important when analysing the self-perceptions of 

decision makers. Here, history becomes relevant when it distorts rational 

decision making. The ultimate aim of using tools from FPA here is to achieve 

a more accurate picture of Turkish behaviour during the crises and Turkish 

cooperation with the EU.  

 

When discussing the costs and benefits of action and Turkish foreign policy 

behaviour, it is important to clarify that the unit of analysis is the AKP 

leadership, which can be seen as playing a “two-level game” (Putnam, 1988). 

In other words, the costs of action can also be influenced by the domestic 

calculations of the leadership concerning its political survival, as this analysis 

will unpack.  
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The foreign policy decision making in Turkey under the AKP is a top-down 

process centred around a few individuals, namely Erdoğan and, to some 

extent, within the timeframe of this study, Davutoğlu5, who is known as the 

intellectual architect of the “new” Turkish foreign policy that prioritises 

engagement with former Ottoman territories, especially the countries of the 

Middle East and North Africa. There is not much collective debate or internal 

deliberation over critical issues within the AKP and power is eventually 

concentrated in the hands of Erdoğan to whom the founding members of the 

AKP granted supreme authority to run the party (Yavuz, 2009: 101; see also 

Tepe, 2005; Kutlu, 2003). One study observed a hegemonic type of 

authoritarianism within the AKP in the sense that the majority shows consent 

to the decisions of a minority led by the party leader6 (Ayan, 2010). Even after 

Erdoğan was instated as the President of Turkey7 in 2014, he has continued 

to be a highly influential figure directing Turkish foreign policy, for example, 

he was at the forefront of the crisis with Russia over the downing of a 

Russian plane in November 2015.8		

 

As Öniş (2011: 53-55) mentions, economic and civil society interests have 

also become increasingly influential in the foreign policy decision-making 

process in Turkey during the AKP era too. However, it could be claimed that 

                                            
5 It should be noted that Davutoğlu greatly lost his influence in the foreign policy decision-
making process after he announced his resignation as the leader of the AKP in May 2016.  
6 It should be pointed out that intra-party democracy was also an issue in the pre-AKP era, 
especially considering the populism of Erbakan and Özal, but this is out of the scope of this 
analysis.   
7 According to the Turkish Constitution, the holder of the office must cease their affiliation 
with a political party when they are elected. It should be noted that this rule changed after 
the Turkish constitutional referendum in April 2017, which allowed presidents to become 
party members.   
8 Some Turkish journalists even started to use “Erdoğan foreign policy” and Turkish foreign 
policy interchangeably (e.g., Çandar, 2015).  
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these domestic interests are important only to the extent that they shape the 

foreign policy vision of the leadership. The implication this has for this study 

is that costs and benefits should not only be seen as costs and benefits for 

Turkey but also as costs and benefits for the political leadership. This is why 

the notion of “two-level game” and the domestic environment are particularly 

relevant.  

 

It should also be noted that the way in which President Erdoğan continued to 

be a highly influential figure in Turkish foreign policy, and rising 

authoritarianism in Turkey overall, indicate that the leadership is much less 

vulnerable to domestic pressures than usually is the case in democracies. 

Therefore, arguably, domestic politics matters increasingly less; however, it is 

still a relevant factor in this discussion.  

 

Businesses can be considered as key domestic actors. For example, prior to 

the Arab Spring, Turkish construction companies had frequently operated in 

the Middle East and North Africa and the Turkish PM had often invited 

business persons to join him on his official visits to the countries in the region 

to sign agreements, such as on his visit to Libya in November 2009, on which 

four ministers and two hundred business persons accompanied him (Sabah, 

2009). As a result of engagement in the region, economic interdependence 

had been established. It could be claimed that when taking decisions at the 

onset of the Arab uprisings, Turkish decision makers took into account the 

consequences they could have on Turkish businesses in the region and tried 
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to avoid upsetting actors involved in transnational trade relations. For 

example, for Libya, the Turkish government took into consideration the well-

being of Turkish construction companies operating in the region. 

Cooperation with the EU can generally be seen as a costly action, 

considering the demands made in the domestic arena, especially if 

cooperation with the EU hurts Turkish economic interests. 

 

Public opinion is another important aspect of a two-level game. Managing 

public support and satisfying voters are essential for self-interested decision 

makers, who seek to ensure their re-election. Public opinion could also have 

had an impact on Turkish government reactions to the uprisings because, as 

Özcan (2008: 96) points out, Turkish public opinion is generally sensitive to 

developments that affect Turkic and Muslim communities around the world. 

The implication that this has on cost-benefit calculations depends on the 

kind of opinion the public adopts with regard to specific issues. For instance, 

when a Syrian bombshell hit the Turkish town of Akçakale in 2012 killing five 

civilians, the government passed a bill authorising unilateral military action 

against Syria. Many expressed concerns in Turkey, not just the public but 

also political parties, journalists and lawyers, that this was in fact a “war bill” 

or a “license” to wage war against Syria, which was opposed by a 

considerable portion of the public (Peker and Malas, 2012). Quickly, the 

government responded to the claims and concerns clarifying that they had 

no desire or intention to wage war but that they needed to show that they 

were capable of protecting Turkey’s territorial integrity when there was a 
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direct threat (NTV, 2012). In such instances, when unilateral action is not 

publicly popular, cooperation with the EU can generally have benefits. 

However, it could also have costs if the public favours unilateral action or 

dismisses cooperation with the EU. If the consensus of the public is that 

cooperation with the EU is redundant, especially considering the growing 

dissatisfaction with EU membership in Turkey, then having a closer foreign 

policy relationship with the EU can be costly. 

 

It should be noted that public opinion is a potential contributing factor in the 

foreign policy decision-making process in Turkey. It would be misleading to 

claim that re-election concerns are among the main determinants of Turkish 

behaviour, especially considering the way in which the AKP has achieved 

successive landslide victories despite nationwide mass protests and growing 

public disapproval of its policies (e.g., The Gezi Park protests in 2013). So, 

public opinion is a relevant factor but it should not be overstated. 

 

A problem with a purely rationalist approach is that it tends to take history 

out of the picture. In the Turkish context, history is an important factor that 

needs to be taken into consideration when analysing foreign policy 

behaviour, especially during the AKP era since this party has often advocated 

the use of Ottoman history in foreign policy discourse. The primary way in 

which one could see the relevance of history in foreign policy decision 

making is by looking at the perceptions of decision makers. Self-perceptions, 

images, and schemas can be influential in foreign policy decision making, 
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particularly through constraining rational decision making by distorting reality 

(see Boulding, 1956; Jervis, 1976).  

 

The distinction made by Harold and Margaret Sprout between “operational” 

and “psychological” environments with regard to foreign policy decision 

making is useful here (Sprout and Sprout, 1956). By making this distinction, 

the Sprouts focused on the perceptions of decision makers and the way in 

which they can introduce significant distortions into foreign policy making. 

Similarly, Jervis (1976) wrote on “misperceptions” in foreign policy decisions, 

and argued that leaders drew upon personalised understandings of history 

based on their own perceptions, rather than the actual “operational 

environment” (see also Alden and Aran, 2012: 21). For Boulding (1956), 

foreign policy decisions are the products of the “images” leaders have of 

other countries, based on stereotypes, biases, and subjective beliefs, all of 

which introduce distortions to the “definition of the situation”. The relevance 

these works have for this discussion is that they all highlight the importance 

of the self-perceptions of leaders when making analyses. The self-

perceptions of the AKP government should therefore be taken into 

consideration when analysing Turkish foreign policy decisions so that the 

costs and benefits of cooperation with the EU can be better understood. 

 

There are two important perceptions rooted in history that have affected 

modern-day Turkish foreign policy considerations. First, there is a perception 

that Turkey is surrounded by enemies, which leads to distrust towards the 
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West, which is often termed the “Sèvres Syndrome” – the irrational fear, to 

the degree of paranoia, that Western powers are plotting to dismantle Turkey 

territorially, as they attempted to do via the abortive Treaty of Sèvres of 1920, 

which concerned the partitioning of the Ottoman Empire at the end of World 

War I (Hale, 2013: 162; Guida, 2008). Second, there is a perception that 

Turkey, as the successor of the Ottoman Empire, is the natural leader of 

former Ottoman territories (including the three country cases this thesis 

focuses on), which creates numerous grey areas as to where the domestic 

ends and foreign begins. These perceptions are relevant to the cost-benefit 

calculus in different ways, as this subsection will explain.  

 

Increased distrust towards the West and the belief that Western powers are 

plotting against Turkey, to the degree of paranoia, can generally add to the 

perceived costs of cooperation with the EU. The traditional, or classic, 

Turkish foreign policy can be characterised by alignment with the West – a 

prominent early example is Turkish participation in the NATO coalition during 

the Korean War. The foreign policy outlook essentially reflected the 

psychology on which the modern Turkish Republic was established and, to a 

large extent, it avoided engagement with Turkey’s immediate neighbours, 

namely the Arab world, due to the perception that they had betrayed Turks at 

the beginning of the 20th century during the dissolution of the Ottoman 

Empire. Although Turkey aligned itself with the Western bloc, at the same 

time, it carried a certain mistrust towards the West (i.e., the Sèvres 

Syndrome), which has constituted a filter through which the world is 
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perceived as well as a tool for the elite to manipulate public attitudes towards 

the outside world (Kirişçi, 2006: 32-37).  

 

A clear example of how distrust in the West is reflected in politics is the time 

when Demirel, after assuming the presidency in 1993, referred to the Treaty 

of Sèvres and argued that Turkey would not gain the support of the West no 

matter how much progress was made in democratisation (Hale, 2013: 162). 

Using FPA language, it is possible to see that the treaty constitutes a 

historical analogy for leaders to express distrust towards the West and to 

appeal to the anti-Western emotions in Turkish society in a populist way. It 

affects Turkey-EU relations when public figures make references to the 

Europeans’ or the West’s alleged intentions to weaken or divide Turkey. To 

give a specific example, when there was a public debate in Turkey in 2002 on 

the adoption of reforms necessary to meet the Copenhagen criteria, public 

figures made statements implying that the West was trying to weaken Turkey 

(Kirişçi, 2006: 33-34).  

 

Mistrust towards the West also peaked from time to time during the Arab 

Spring. For instance, during the Gezi Park protests in 2013, officials from the 

Turkish government and Islamist media outlets claimed there were foreign 

powers behind the unrest because they wanted to weaken Turkey. For 

example, the Deputy PM blamed the Jewish diaspora and the international 

press led by the West (Atalay, 2013) and one journalist, also a senior advisor 

to the PM, openly pointed to Germany and the UK (Bulut, 2013). According 
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to a former EU ambassador to Turkey, such statements significantly 

deteriorate Turkey’s relations with the West and the EU (Interview EU03). The 

bottom line here is that the use of historical analogies, namely referring to the 

partitioning of the Ottoman Empire, and conspiracy theories reinforce a false 

reality that creates mistrust in cooperation with the EU. When the reality is 

distorted in such a manner in the perception of the public, cooperation with 

the EU becomes costlier. Especially considering the increased engagement 

in the Arab world during the AKP era and the idea of a “new” Turkish foreign 

policy, it is possible to say that the paranoia that Turkey is surrounded by 

enemies, expressed in the popular saying “the Turk has no friend but the 

Turk” (see e.g., Oruçuoğlu, 2014; Zeybek, 2007), has, to some extent, faded 

away. However, a certain degree of mistrust towards the West, rooted in 

history, remains and surfaces from time to time, thereby adding to the costs 

of cooperation with the EU.  

 

The second perception rooted in history is that Turkey, as the successor 

state of the Ottoman Empire, can naturally restore the Ottoman order in the 

region, which is closely linked to the debates on whether Turkish foreign 

policy in the AKP era follows a neo-Ottomanist agenda. This perception also 

signifies a considerable departure from the traditional isolationist Turkish 

foreign policy since what goes on in former Ottoman territories is seen as 

closer to domestic politics. 
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Essential to this perception is the idea that Turkey is the political centre of 

the Ottoman order that it seeks to re-establish. This means that Turkey 

aspires to gain a broader area of influence, shape politics in its 

neighbourhood, and be recognised as a leader. The roots of this perception 

can be traced back to the conquest of Constantinople (Konstantiniyye) in 

1453, after which Sultan Mehmed II declared himself to be the “Caesar” of 

Rome (Kayser-i Rûm). His desire to become the ruler of a world empire 

motivated him towards becoming the ruler of the Christian world as well 

(Kongar, 1998: 19-52). The conquest laid the foundations of the Pax 

Ottomana, the order under which Ottoman millets lived together, and it is 

possible to say that the Sultan wanted to hold on to the key characteristics of 

Pax Romana: eternity and universality (see Ortaylı, 2007: 11-24). What is 

important about the Ottoman order, besides its ambition to live up to its 

Roman predecessor, is that the multinational order consisting of Ottoman 

millets strengthened the central authority and the political nucleus that led 

the Empire. In other words, there was a hierarchical relationship between the 

components of the order that strengthened the central Turkish authority.   

 

So, when in modern debates it is claimed that Turkey is following a neo-

Ottoman agenda, it is meant that Turkey wishes to reinforce the idea of an 

order in which it is central. Answering questions about neo-Ottomanism, 

Davutoğlu stated: “If by order they mean Pax Ottomana, Pax in the meaning 

of order, we are trying to establish an order, it is not wrong to say such a 

thing” (Batur, 2009). This is crucial because it means that, for some issue 
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areas, the boundary between foreign and domestic is blurred in the eyes of 

decision makers, in the sense that they may see developments in former 

Ottoman territories as not entirely foreign or near equivalent to domestic 

politics in Turkey. This was especially noticeable during the Arab Spring 

since the Middle Eastern public was seen as entirely foreign by the AKP 

elites. For example, when the crisis in Syria started, PM Erdoğan openly 

stated that he was concerned because he saw the situation in Syria as being 

equal to domestic politics in Turkey (Hürriyet, 2011t). Another example can 

be the way in which he saluted former Ottoman territories along with Turkish 

cities in his speech after his electoral victory in 2011 during which he claimed 

they were the winners of the election as much as the Turkish public (Erdoğan 

2011e). 

 

Fundamentally, the way in which history specifically relates to the rationalist 

approach is through distorting rational decision-making processes. These 

perceptions rooted in history – bias and scepticism about the intentions of 

the West, or the idea that Turkey is the natural leader of former Ottoman 

territories – can essentially affect how costs and benefits are seen. 

Specifically, distrust of the West may render cooperation more difficult, 

creating additional costs for cooperative behaviour. The self-perceptions of 

Turkish decision makers with regard to Turkish influence and capabilities in 

the region may lead the Turkish government to see the case study countries 

as not entirely foreign, which may affect the cost-benefit calculation 

regarding cooperation with the EU, especially if the government prefers to 
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prioritise its relationship with the population of a region. The costs of 

cooperation with the EU may then increase if cooperation jeopardises the 

relationship the Turkish government would like to establish and maintain with 

post-Ottoman populations. The Turkish government has made it clear that it 

has a strategic interest in influencing the populations in these regions and 

establishing mutually beneficial relationships with whoever leads these 

populations. Cooperation with the EU, to the extent that it constrains the 

ability of the Turkish government to exercise power and to lead these 

populations, can be seen as costly. 

 

It is important to point out that, in addition to offering a critique of the 

Rational Actor Model, the FPA literature offers reconciliation between rational 

and non-rational approaches. Poliheuristic Theory is particularly useful in this 

respect and can potentially help explain the interplay between the rational 

and non-rational aspects of Turkish foreign policy decision making. The term 

“poliheuristic” has two parts: “the roots poly (many) and heuristic (shortcuts), 

which alludes to the cognitive mechanisms used by decision makers to 

simplify complex foreign policy decisions” (Mintz et al., 1997: 554). Implicit in 

this theory is that rational and cognitive schools of decision making can be 

integrated.  

 

Poliheuristic Theory, first developed by Mintz in the 1990s, postulates a two-

stage approach to decision making (Mintz 1993; Mintz and Geva 1997). In 

the first stage, the “heuristic” stage, decision makers narrow down policy 
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options available through “simplifying complex foreign policy decisions” 

(Mintz 2004: 7). Then “[t]he set of alternatives is reduced to a more 

manageable size by employing a noncompensatory decision analysis” (ibid.), 

and factors such as cognition and perception may come into play during the 

process. The noncompensatory decision-making approach differs from the 

expected utility approach in that it regards foreign policy decision making as 

a nonholistic process, conceptualising the initial screening of policy options 

in the following way: “If a certain alternative is unacceptable on a given 

dimension (e.g., it is unacceptable politically), then a high score on another 

dimension (e.g., the military) cannot compensate/counteract for it, and hence 

the alternative is eliminated” (Mintz 1993: 598). According to Mintz, leaders 

are affected by a variety of factors when narrowing down policy options, 

“including their past decisions, which may restrict their choice set due to 

increased sunk costs, cognitive investment, and so on” (ibid: 601). In the 

second stage, decision makers evaluate what is available to them from “the 

subset of ‘surviving’ alternatives” (Mintz et al 1997: 554) and use rational 

decision making, including a “standard game-theoretic analysis” (Mintz 2004: 

7), in order to make a selection. Poliheuristic Theory not only emphasises the 

importance of domestic political setting in foreign policy decision making but 

also posits that decision makers use a mixture of decision-making strategies, 

which is an approach that is particularly useful when analysing complex 

decisions. 
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Poliheuristic Theory can help explain Turkish decisions on which the 

domestic political setting is influential. In fact, in order to give an example for 

poliheuristic decision making in one of his articles, Mintz (2004: 8-9) 

discussed the decision of the Turkish parliament to veto the proposed 

deployment of more than 60,000 US troops to Turkey on 1 March 2003. The 

US had planned to use Turkey as a base for a ground offensive into Iraq; 

however, the proposal was rejected due to strong public opposition, despite 

promises from the US of huge financial aid and for political support in 

Turkey’s EU membership bid. According to Mintz (2004: 8), the “economic 

and military benefits associated with cooperation with the United States were 

huge”; but “the political costs for the Turkish parliament were apparently 

negative and noncompensatory”. The noncompensatory principle of 

Poliheuristic Theory works in the following way: “Despite a very high score on 

the economic aid dimension, a low score on the political (public opinion) 

dimension did not compensate for the expected economic benefits” (ibid.: 8-

9). Describing Turkey as being “torn between widespread public opposition 

to a war against a fellow Muslim state and intense pressure from 

Washington” (ibid.: 9), Mintz pointed out that different factors had played 

roles when policy options were narrowed down in the first stage of 

poliheuristic decision making. Once the US proposal had been rejected, 

Turkish decision makers evaluated available options from the subset of 

surviving alternatives that “advanced to the second stage of the decision-

making process and decided, in an attempt to minimize further costs and 
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maximize benefits, to allow air passage over Turkey’s airspace to coalition 

planes” (ibid.: 9).  

 

In other words, rational decision making took place after an initial screening 

of policy options during which a variety of factors were influential. These 

included not only the political survival of decision makers but also their 

disinclination to participate in an invasion of a fellow Muslim state. As a 

result, the proposal was filtered out in the first stage and rejected even 

though there had been great economic and political gains associated with 

cooperation with the US.     

 

FPA approaches, and particularly Poliheuristic Theory, allow us to see that 

foreign policy decision making is by no means a straightforward process. 

Numerous factors may come into play during the decision-making process, 

these being not only regime survival and domestic politics but also personal 

factors, such as the personalities, perceptions, psychological dispositions, 

and cognitive biases of decision makers. The two-stage approach that 

Poliheuristic Theory posits is especially useful to harmonise the cognitive 

school of FPA with classic rationalist approaches. This thesis adopts the 

underlying principle of Poliheuristic Theory that there is a need to focus on 

the interplay between rational and non-rational factors in foreign policy 

decision making. However, the theory itself will not be applied as such 

because the main theoretical discussion in this thesis will be positioned in the 

broader theoretical debate in IR between rationalism and constructivism. In 
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this respect, the insights and analytical tools offered by the FPA literature will 

be used mainly for examining the interplay between factors that affect foreign 

policy making in Turkey and for analysing how rational decision making can 

be distorted.  

 

2.2.2. The Constructivist Approach 

From a constructivist perspective, cooperative behaviour would stem from an 

actor’s sense of what appropriate behaviour regarding cooperation might be. 

It is possible to distinguish between general cooperative behaviour in a 

democratic international community and issue-specific questions of 

appropriateness of cooperation on particular issues for which the level of 

appropriateness changes depending on the issue. Specific factors 

determining appropriateness can be identified as identification with norms of 

appropriate behaviour prompting cooperation with the EU, and political and 

cultural affinity affecting foreign policy behaviour, including attitude towards 

the EU (Table 2). 

 

The argument Risse (1995) put forward in Cooperation Among Democracies: 

The European Influence on US Foreign Policy is particularly useful for this 

analysis. Examining NATO, he argued that smaller allies were able to 

influence US foreign policy because of the salience of a consultation norm 

within the transatlantic alliance (ibid.: 4). In his argument, the transatlantic 

community had established “alliance norms”, which formed the appropriate 

behaviour for cooperation and led Europeans to influence policy-making in 
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Washington. According to Risse, it is not simply that NATO socialises 

members into its rules; the key for the argument is that the members are 

democracies and their democratic identities make NATO a specific type of 

international organisation and give a specific meaning to the consultation 

norm. In this sense, it is not even necessary for the EU to socialise Turkey 

into a cooperation norm; shared democratic identities (and shared NATO 

membership) should mean that consultation on foreign policy is co-decision. 

 

However, an issue with this argument is that, if taken seriously, it could also 

mean Turkey has a democratic identity that is also, to some extent, 

internalised by the government. Considering the problems with democracy in 

Turkey during the AKP era and rising authoritarianism, especially after the 

second and third terms of the AKP government, the extent to which 

democratic values have been internalised is questionable, which might 

challenge any application of Risse’s arguments to the Turkish context. 

Nevertheless, the principle is sound in the sense that cooperation in the form 

of co-decision can arise as a norm of appropriate behaviour. 

 

It should be noted that the general appropriateness of cooperation in the 

international community is facilitated through international institutions where 

members exchange views about certain issues, such as the Arab uprisings. 

These platforms may not only create alliance norms but may also act as 

sources of socialisation. The general appropriateness of cooperation can be 
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based on informing allies about actions that can potentially affect them, and 

fulfilling roles in international organisations.  

 

A constructivist argument could be made that a consultation norm between 

Turkey and the EU has been emerging as a result of foreign policy 

cooperation that might encourage cooperation as a norm. The appropriate 

behaviour for Turkey regarding cooperation with the EU would be then based 

on timely consultation that is at, or close to, “co-decision”.  

 

The constructivist use of the idea of Europeanization can also be useful for 

this analysis since it deals with the diffusion of norms. It could be claimed 

that over time Turkey has adopted “certain ways of doing things” that reflect 

on its foreign policy behaviour. Scholars writing in this tradition examine the 

way Turkey adopted EU norms. For example, Müftüler-Baç and Gürsoy 

(2010) have pointed to Turkey’s relations with Iraq and argued that the 

increased use of diplomatic and economic instruments to solve disputes 

versus military means was a sign that there had been a process of 

“adaptation to EU level norms” (411). Essentially, from this perspective, the 

EU is a “normative actor” (see Manners, 2002) not only influencing the nature 

of foreign policy making in Turkey but also reinforcing the norms of 

appropriate behaviour regarding the Turkey-EU interaction. As a result of 

norm diffusion, Turkey might have adopted behaviour based on timely 

consultation and adaptation to EU norms.  It should be noted that counter-
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arguments could be made claiming that norm adoption was a strategic 

decision, rather than socialisation.  

 

It can be claimed that the long-standing interaction between Turkey and the 

EU is a potential source of appropriate behaviour. For this, the idea of 

“coordination reflex” is particularly useful. In the evolution of the Common 

Foreign and Security Policy of the EU, EU member states gradually adopted 

a general rule to consult each other prior to forming their final positions and 

these consultations led to policy adaptations (de Schoutheete, 1980: 49). 

Aside from the institutional procedures of foreign policy coordination, there is 

an important normative dimension to the process that motivates EU 

members to cooperate when faced with a foreign policy problem. Even 

though Turkey is not in the institutional framework since it is not a member, 

similar norms might have emerged as a result of Turkey’s lengthy aspiration 

to become a member of the Union. If there is “coordination reflex” between 

EU members today, then there is considerable potential that Turkey and the 

EU have developed a form of appropriate behaviour regarding their foreign 

policy interaction, which might commit Turkey to cooperate with the Union. It 

is questionable if this reflex can be presumed to have emerged with non-

members that are not part of the same routines as members, but the 

underlying logic may be useful.  
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To unpack this point, norm emergence could be a consequence of Turkey 

and the EU developing ways of maintaining their relationship. Cooperation 

would not take place simply because of benefits with regard to EU 

membership but since cooperation is considered the appropriate behaviour 

in the EU. Identification with the EU could lead Turkey to adopt cooperation 

as appropriate behaviour. However, the presumption is that there is 

identification, which, again, is questionable in the case of the AKP leadership.  

 

As touched upon previously, it should be pointed out that the AKP era 

cannot be seen as homogeneous in terms of Turkish willingness to join the 

EU – especially considering that the AKP leadership, towards the second and 

third term in power, made it clear that Turkey could do without being an EU 

member. In fact, considering the history of relations between the EU and 

Turkey, one can identify an evolution from a deep commitment to EU 

membership in the early 2000s, peaking around the time when the EU 

decided to open membership negotiations formally in December 2004, to a 

loss of momentum and, subsequently, a foreign policy outlook that did not 

prioritise EU accession, particularly in the period following the electoral 

victory of the AKP in 2007. According to Öniş (2008: 40), the “golden age of 

Europeanization and reform” in the AKP era was “from the end of 2002 to 

roughly the end of 2005”, during which the AKP government pushed for full 

membership and democratic reforms. In the post-2005 era, however, there 

was a certain loss of enthusiasm and commitment to full membership, which 

he termed “loose Europeanization” (ibid.: 41).               
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The main point here is that, when taking into consideration the history of 

relations between Turkey and the EU in the AKP era, it is possible to claim 

that AKP interest in the EU fluctuated, which can also indicate that 

identification with the EU and commitment to reforms significantly changed 

over time. With the authoritarian turn in Turkish politics after the consecutive 

landslide electoral victories of the AKP, it can be argued that a sharp 

divergence has emerged with regard to identities of and norms adhered to by 

both actors, which would make cooperation on the basis of norms of 

appropriate behaviour more difficult. 

 

Arguably, AKP identification with the EU has always been low due to its 

Islamist roots. The tradition in the Islamist section of the political spectrum is 

to see the EU as a Christian club, hence a community that Turkey should not 

join. To give an example, as a follower of Milli Görüş, a late 1960s Islamist 

political movement led by Necbettin Erbakan, Erdoğan stated:  

They [the European Community] won’t accept us [as a member] but we 
must know the truth about it. The European Community is a Christian 
Catholic states club; we won’t be a part of it. Why? Because, they won’t 
see you as one of them as long as you don’t adopt their religion. But, 
with God’s will, we [the Welfare Party] are coming [to power in Turkey]; 
they won’t take us into the European Community and we won’t join 
(Erdoğan, 1990). 
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Similarly, when he was an MP for the Islamist Welfare Party founded by 

Necbettin Erbakan, Abdullah Gül9 argued against Turkish accession to the 

Customs Union in 1995 claiming that the EU wanted to take Turkey under 

control and clearly stated that Turkey had no place in the EU because the EU 

was a “Christian Union” (Gül, 1995).  

 

When Turkey officially became an EU candidate in 2005 under the AKP, the 

discourse was different. The AKP position, as PM Erdoğan made clear, was 

that “the EU will either decide to become a global actor or it must accept that 

it is a Christian club” (Boland and Dombey, 2005) and that the Turkish 

candidacy was a “test for the EU” to decide whether it wanted remain a 

“Christian Club” (ibid.). This argument has not changed since then; for 

example, in 2015, Erdoğan used similar words to describe the Turkish 

candidacy: “We are testing the EU, to see whether they will accept a country 

whose population is Muslim” (T24, 2015).   

 

The main point is that, to one degree or another, Islamist politics in Turkey 

have maintained an identity-based worldview that assumes the West and the 

Muslim world are in opposition, and this has been especially salient since the 

Welfare Party rose to power in 1996 (Dalay and Friedman, 2013). Therefore, 

AKP identification with the EU is questionable given its Islamist roots.  

 

                                            
9 Founding member of the AKP; Prime Minister 2002 -2003; Foreign Minister 2003-2007; 
President 2007-2014. 
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It is important to point out that the degree of appropriateness may change 

depending on different issue areas. In some issue areas, such as those 

related to security threats to Turkey, cooperation may be more appropriate 

according to international standards. For example, when Syria shot down a 

Turkish plane, the Turkish government invoked Article 4 of the Washington 

Treaty for consultations in NATO. In such cases, the Turkish government may 

follow standard procedures because of its participation in international 

organisations and cooperation, particularly in the form of informing allies, can 

be internalised as the appropriate course of action. However, for decisions 

that are less related to international procedures, such as the decision to take 

further restrictive measures or to impose additional economic sanctions, the 

degree of cooperation may be subject to the norms of cooperation 

developed between Turkey and the EU. So, there might be variation in terms 

of appropriateness across issue areas. When the Turkish government follows 

internationally appropriate behaviour as a consequence of its role in 

international organisations, then the appropriateness of cooperative 

behaviour might have less to do with its interaction with the EU.   

 

It should be highlighted that constructivism does not always expect 

cooperation to take place. For example, there might also be cultural 

obstacles to cooperation. A key aspect of Turkish foreign policy during the 

AKP era has been cultural affinity with the Middle East (see Öniş, 2012: 46). 

Bilgin (2004) called this “a return to ‘civilizational geopolitics’”, and argued 

that the AKP views itself as “the emerging leader of its own ‘civilizational 
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basin’ (consisting of the former Ottoman territories plus adjoining regions 

inhabited by Muslim and Turkic peoples)” (Bilgin and Bilgic, 2011: 173). 

Applying such a culture-based civilisational approach, it could be claimed 

that the Turkish leadership prefers prioritising cooperation with its own 

cultural/civilisational bloc. It is important to note that this can also mean the 

government may tend to side with certain political actors in the case study 

countries who share similar cultural/political views.  

 

At this point, the issue becomes more a question of identity-politics, 

contested identity constructions, and differences in identification for different 

elites. Since the unit of analysis here is the Turkish leadership, the focus 

should be on the identification of AKP elites, and it is possible to argue that 

their preferences generally lie within developing further ties with Arab states 

rather than with the EU. This is only one perspective; otherwise, it can also 

be argued that modern Turkey identifies itself with the Western bloc, 

especially considering its EU candidacy and NATO participation. The extent 

to which the transformation of Turkish foreign policy priorities is a 

consequence of problems with the EU membership process is questionable, 

however it can be claimed that identity politics plays an important part.      

 

A common perception, especially of the Islamist and far-right nationalist 

segments of the Turkish political spectrum, is that even though the Ottoman 

Empire collapsed, the order of which the Turks lead could be restored and 

maintained. It could be restored and maintained not because of modern 
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Turkey’s achievements or prospects in the global arena but because of its 

past and the legacy of the Ottoman Empire. Davutoğlu (1989: 33) wrote: 

“Yes, the Ottoman Empire is dissolved in terms of international law but today 

the Republic of Turkey who declared this dissolution faces an obligation to fill 

the gap at the ‘political centre’ that emerged with the dissolution of the 

Ottoman Empire”. According to his argument, the dissolution of the Empire is 

not complete; for example, in the Balkans, a continuing sense of Ottoman 

identity found in Muslim minorities adds to Turkey’s sphere of influence 

(Davutoğlu, 1989, 2001). So, the implication that this has is that, again, the 

boundaries between foreign and domestic become blurry for Turkish 

decision makers when there is an issue to do with Muslim or Turkic 

populations. From a constructivist perspective, such blurring could limit 

cooperation with the EU.  

 

Furthermore, the appropriateness of cooperation also depends on the 

specific government behaviour. Again, the AKP elite may see the West/the 

EU as being in opposition to the Muslim world. Such a civilisational approach 

has been used by AKP decision makers. For instance, before he became a 

decision maker, Davutoğlu (1997: 10-15) wrote about the civilisational 

resistance of the Islamic world to Western dominance and assimilation, and 

argued that the self-perceptions of civilisations allowed them to resist 

dominance. In this sense, Western civilisation may transform the formal and 

institutional sphere in Turkey, but as long as it fails to transform self-

perceptions, there will inevitably be a civilisational resistance to Western 
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dominance. The implication here is that Turkey fundamentally belongs to 

Islamic civilisation. In terms of policy preferences, such a civilisational 

approach could mean that the Turkish government does not see the EU as a 

legitimate actor in the region and the AKP elite regard themselves as being 

closer to Middle Eastern people.  

 

The key point here is that having a close relationship with Muslim people is 

not entirely a strategic behaviour – it is a result of shared identity and cultural 

affinity. For instance, considering the relationship between the AKP and the 

Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, it can be argued that ideological affinity is a 

key aspect of the relationship, which motivates the AKP to side with the 

Muslim Brotherhood and to prefer the Muslim Brotherhood over other actors 

in the country’s political spectrum. Therefore, this is beyond strategic 

opportunism and cannot be explained by simply using rationalist arguments. 

The tendency of the Turkish government to favour actors from a shared 

cultural background, such as the Muslim Brotherhood, can be an obstacle to 

cooperation, since cooperation becomes a matter of self-identification and 

preference. Constructivism can help explain, for example, when the Turkish 

government prefers coordination with the Arab League to cooperation with 

the EU, especially when the Turkish government emphasises finding a 

regional solution without involving other actors, such as the EU, whose 

involvement it sees as foreign intervention in the region. Again, the key 

constructivist point here is that the AKP prefers actors with which it shares a 

cultural and political affinity. 
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Essentially, the degree of cooperation with the EU rises when cooperation is 

seen as appropriate behaviour. Specifically, identification with the EU and 

norms that prompt cooperation with the EU would result in a higher degree 

of cooperation. Cultural and political affinity with Muslim states in the Middle 

East and the self-identification of AKP elites can also be influential factors 

because they might cause the Turkish government to prioritise its relations 

with these states and actors, and make cooperation with the EU less 

appropriate. Ultimately, the constructivist perspective suggests that it is not 

costs and benefits that determine the level of Turkey’s cooperation, but 

rather it is the appropriateness of cooperative behaviour.  
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2.3. Research Design and Methodology 

 
Based on the introduction given in Chapter 1 and Figure 1, this section 

addresses the question of how to operationalise and analyse Turkey’s 

cooperation with the EU as the dependent variable. It will also focus on data 

collection and case selection. 

 

2.3.1. Operationalisation of Cooperation as Dependent Variable 

The two key issues for this study are how to operationalise cooperation and 

how to identify it in empirical research. This chapter has focused on the 

operationalisation of cooperation when discussing how to distinguish 

between different degrees of cooperation. Measuring cooperation is a matter 

of evaluating whether there was no cooperation, unilateral information, 

consultation or co-decision with the EU.   

 

Here, cooperation was measured through examining indicators, where 

indicators are evidence that consultation has taken place before or after 

policy action. The data and evidence were generated from interviews and 

document analysis. The research examined Turkish actions and interaction 

with the EU after certain moments at which there was potential for 

cooperation. Through examining interactions between the Turkish 

government and the EU, this empirical analysis aims to identify the point to 

which the relationship corresponded, based on Figure 1. It then asks the 

“why question”, at which point the theoretical approaches come into play. 
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Based on the theoretical approaches and empirical evidence, this analysis 

makes an assessment of underlying Turkish motivations with regard to 

cooperation.  

 

Specifically, what this analysis seeks to establish is the extent to which 

Turkish decision makers consulted the EU, informed the EU of their 

decisions, and took EU preferences into account in their policies. To this end, 

data collection focuses on the nature of interaction between policy makers 

and the way in which they were in contact. In order to identify the degree of 

cooperation in empirical research, the analysis focuses on Turkish actions 

and Turkish interaction with the EU in the immediate aftermath of the crises.  

 

2.3.2. Data Collection  

Qualitative examination was based on document analysis and interviews. The 

document analysis focused on reports and statements published by the 

Turkish government and the EU. These include speeches, press releases, 

and briefings given by Turkish ministers and EU officials. Such primary 

sources are useful in investigating formal agreements and meetings between 

Turkish and EU officials.  

 

This research also used a number of secondary sources, mainly newspaper 

articles and analyses in magazines and journals, such as The Economist and 

The Wall Street Journal. Turkish newspapers were used to learn about 

meetings Turkish decision makers attended and their public comments. 
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These were checked against the official information that the Turkish Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs released on its website and on its Facebook and Twitter 

feeds. Facts used from Turkish newspapers were also cross-checked to 

avoid media bias. 

 

Social media was also used as a source. A number of Turkish ministers, such 

as the EU minister of Turkey, have personal accounts on Twitter, through 

which they shared their opinions on developments during the Arab uprisings: 

such opinions were sometimes not reported or given much weight by 

conventional media. It was useful to gather information from various 

government officials to establish the inner workings of the government, and 

the personal messages (or tweets) of decision makers were helpful in 

revealing the government’s attitude.  

 

The essential questions were how the information found in sources should be 

used in identifying cooperation outcomes and how evidence for explanatory 

factors should be provided. In terms of cooperation outcomes, the focus will 

be on whether the Turkish government reached out to consult the EU 

regarding any course of action it planned to take or informed the EU about its 

position. If the sources point to unilateral information, they will ideally include 

evidence that the Turkish government informed the EU about its position in 

the form of briefings, without giving the EU a chance to provide feedback. To 

identify consultation, the evidence will ideally suggest that the Turkish 

government reached out to discuss the crises with the EU before, and also 
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after, the public announcement of a Turkish position. Some of this 

information is not available to the public. For example, newspaper articles 

can point to certain meetings taking place between the Turkish government 

and the EU; however, the content of the meetings may not have been 

revealed in much detail, which may make it difficult to establish whether 

there was unilateral information or consultation. Moreover, some meetings 

may not be reported, documented, or tweeted about, especially because of 

the informal nature of foreign policy interaction. At this point, interviews 

became key sources. 

 

The foreign policy relationship between Turkey and the EU is mostly an 

informal area of interaction, which means that interviewing decision makers 

and diplomats involved in the relationship was necessary to establish the true 

nature of the interaction. Interviews were used to access information that is 

not available to the public, such as information about informal meetings with 

no public records and interactions between the EU and Turkey that were not 

documented. They were also used to establish who initiated meetings as well 

as the content and the overall tone of interactions. Therefore, interviews were 

a very valuable source of first-hand information.    

 

It is both a disadvantage and an advantage for this research that the area of 

foreign policy cooperation is mostly informal in nature. It is a disadvantage 

because sources are limited and, sometimes, do not even exist. As Chapter 3 

will explain, Turkey and the EU are not able to conduct high level, regular, 
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formal and institutional foreign policy coordination meetings due to a lack of 

agreement and the course of Turkey’s EU membership process. Because 

there is no institutional framework through which Turkey and the EU can 

formally cooperate, the issue area is limited to informal interactions between 

officials and sometimes interactions are not traceable. For instance, the 

Turkish foreign minister made numerous telephone calls to the EU High 

Representative after the start of uprisings. As this research reveals, the calls 

were made on an encrypted telephone line and there is no actual record of 

the content of these conversations, or even information on how many 

telephone calls were made. Often, the content of these dialogues, or the 

information that a conversation took place, is shared with the media; but if 

there had been formal interaction under an institutional framework, the 

content of interaction would be fully transparent (e.g., press statements, 

written conclusions, meeting minutes).  

 

At the same time, it was an advantage for this research that the area of 

interaction is informal because only a very few people are involved in foreign 

policy cooperation between the EU and Turkey. There are a few officials 

directly involved because foreign policy cooperation has become an unusual 

and rather separate area that runs parallel with Turkey’s membership 

process. Specifically, the EU High Representative’s office at the EEAS led the 

conversation with the Turkish government during the Arab uprisings. When 

asked to comment on the foreign policy cooperation between Turkey and the 

EU, the Head of the Turkey Unit at the EU Commission, namely the 
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Directorate-General for Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations, 

directly referred to Ashton’s team at the EEAS saying they were qualified to 

comment and that the foreign policy relationship was different from the 

accession process (Interview EU07). Interviewed officials that were involved 

in the talks offered valuable insights into the nature of informal interaction 

that took place between Turkey and the EU, as they were able to provide 

information that was not available in the media or official documents.  

 

The fieldwork took place in Brussels, Ankara, and Istanbul. Key decision 

makers and diplomats involved in the Turkey-EU foreign policy relationship 

during the Arab uprisings were interviewed. Interviewees included Turkish 

ministers, government officials, and diplomats, as well as EU diplomats 

working in Ankara and Brussels, and EU officials at the EEAS and European 

Commission.  

 

The interviews were semi-structured and aimed to find evidence as to 

whether consultations took place between Turkey and the EU after certain 

incidents during the crises. Specifically, for “unilateral information”, evidence 

should suggest that the Turkish government informed the EU about its 

decisions and actions but that the EU was not given the opportunity to give 

feedback. For instance, if the evidence suggested that EU diplomats in 

Ankara were called to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs for a briefing session 

about the planned action of the Turkish government but not given a chance 

to ask questions or to offer their perspective, this would indicate there was 
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“unilateral information”. For “consultation”, there should to be credible 

evidence that the Turkish government initiated the contact and requested the 

EU opinion on its intended actions. For “co-decision”, the evidence should 

additionally include an indication that EU preferences were taken into 

account. In this case, policy adjustment and, if necessary, adaptation to EU 

policy may take place.   

 

Most of the interviewees, especially the Turkish interviewees, did not wish 

their names to appear in this study. Only the affiliation and position of certain 

interviewees will be specified in order to protect their anonymity. The 

guarantee of anonymity allowed them to make more honest comments and 

assessments, and to reveal more than they would normally have done.  

 

Interview codes will be used for in-text citations. These will include two 

letters (EU or TR), signifying whether the interviewee was giving information 

from the Turkish or EU perspective. Also, interview numbers are given, which 

correspond to the list of interviews in the Appendix. So, for example, “EU04” 

indicates right away that the interviewee was associated with the EU. All the 

interviews with the TR code were conducted in Turkish. Quotes from these 

interviewees, and from other primary and secondary sources in Turkish, were 

all translated by the author.  
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The interviewees were also asked to identify further participants to interview, 

which was especially helpful, not only because their connections helped the 

arrangement of interviews but also because they were able to name officials 

within the bureaucracy that dealt with specific issue areas. For example, this 

thesis will examine the specific case of the evacuation of citizens from Libya, 

during which the EU’s department of civil protection and humanitarian aid 

coordinated the EU’s response. With the help of interviewees, I was able to 

identify and interview people working for that specific department in Brussels 

and in Ankara in order to obtain more information about EU interactions with 

Turkey at the time.   

 

Some interviewees allowed digital recording of our conversations. When an 

interviewee did not wish to be recorded, or hesitated when I asked about it, I 

ensured that I would only take notes without using the recorder. After each 

interview, the notes and recordings were reviewed and annotated.  

 

It should also be mentioned that any information gathered from interviews 

was not taken at face value. In order to triangulate my data and validate the 

information interviewees gave, I conducted secondary interviews with policy 

analysts and academics, and fact checked with other interviewees as well as 

with document analysis. 
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2.3.3. Case Selection 

Regarding the cases presented here, the units of analysis are what I call 

“cooperative opportunities” (COs), which are instances in which the Turkish 

government took the initiative for policy action. 11 COs are analysed in this 

thesis (Table 1). These were identified as key moments during the crises 

when the Turkish government could cooperate with the EU. The analysis 

focuses on the Turkish behaviour during each CO and Turkish interaction 

with the EU in order to assess Turkey’s cooperation with the EU.  

 

It should be pointed out that the cases in this thesis are not countries but 

specific COs because focusing on specific instances of cooperative 

opportunity makes it possible to systematically analyse and establish a better 

understanding of Turkish behaviour with regard to cooperation with the EU. 

COs help disaggregate the crises into isolated instances in which there was 

potential for Turkish cooperation with the EU (Table 1). 

 

The thesis focuses on three uprisings: the uprisings in Libya, Syria, and 

Egypt during the Arab Spring. Focusing on the foreign policy relationship 

between the EU and Turkey during these crises provides an adequate picture 

of how they interacted during the Arab Spring, which presented a major 

foreign policy challenge for the both.  
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Table 1: COs examined 

Uprisings COs 

Egypt, including 
post-Mubarak era 
(Chapters 4 and 7) 

• Anti-Mubarak uprising on 25 Jan 2011 (CO1) 
• Killings in Port Said on 26 Jan 2013 (CO9) 
• Removal of Morsi on 3 Jul 2013 (CO10) 
• Rabaa massacre on 14 Aug 2013 (CO11) 

Libya 
(Chapter 5) 

• Decision to support the opposition in Libya on 1 Mar 2011 (CO2) 
• Evacuation operation in Libya on 20 Feb 2011 (CO3) 
• Participation in NATO intervention on 24 Mar 2011 (C04) 

Syria 
(Chapter 6) 

• Sanctions against Assad on 30 Nov 2011 (CO5) 
• Participation in Friends of Syria Group after UNSC veto on 4 Feb 

2012 (CO6) 
• Record refugee influx 6-9 Apr 2012 (CO7) 
• Downing of Turkish plane on 22 Jun 2012 and Akçakale shelling 

on 3 Oct 2012 (CO8) 
 

 

The COs enable an analysis of Turkish behaviour vis-à-vis foreign policy 

cooperation with the EU and provide adequate empirical material to address 

the question of whether, and why, cooperation varied across cases. In terms 

of the timeframe of analysis, the thesis covers until the end of the last CO, 

which concerns the Turkish reaction to the Rabaa massacre on 14 August 

2013.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
Institutional Framework for Foreign 
Policy Dialogue between Turkey and 
the EU  
	
 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of cooperative 

frameworks (i.e., institutional frameworks for the mutual exchange of 

information and cooperation on foreign policy) between Turkey and the EU 

because these will be relevant to the different issues and countries that the 

chapters will cover. The Political Dialogue is a formal institutional framework 

for exchange of information and cooperation and it takes place at different 

levels involving the highest-level officials from the EU and Turkey. This 

chapter will highlight the fundamental features of the Political Dialogue, as 

well as other formats of foreign policy dialogue, and discuss the scope it 

offers for general consultation on foreign policy and the nature of the EU-

Turkey foreign policy relationship, leaving it to following chapters to provide 

evidence as to what the implications for cooperation are. The main 

conclusion of this chapter is that, during the course of the Arab uprisings, the 

foreign policy dialogue remained largely informal, meaning that the standard 

frameworks, such as the Political Dialogue, were not particularly central in 

terms of the consultations that took place.  
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The institutional frameworks for foreign policy dialogue between the EU and 

Turkey partly exist due to the candidate status of Turkey, but mainly due to 

association (the Association Council). Some frameworks also apply to other 

third countries (Political Dialogue) although Turkey has a privileged role 

because the complex nature of the relationship has made the Political 

Dialogue particularly developed, as the next section will discuss. The 

fundamental aim of focusing on the institutional frameworks that the EU has 

created for foreign policy cooperation with non-members, although the main 

focus of the thesis is Turkish foreign policy, is that there are a number of 

potential frameworks in place that in principle can facilitate cooperation 

between Turkey and the EU due to Turkey’s candidacy. Formal meetings can 

provide an opportunity for cooperation if there is a framework for regular 

meetings, although not much joint decision making takes place in these 

meetings. The next section presents the main features of the dialogue and 

other formats, and discusses how these might increase the likelihood of 

cooperation.  

 

3.1. Political Dialogue 

The Political Dialogue has historically been the EU’s main instrument for 

establishing formal relations between CFSP and third countries (Sedelmeier, 

2005: 157-158; Regelsberger, 1990; Monar, 1997). It is therefore not unique 

to Turkey and the EU has similar frameworks in place for conducting 

structured dialogue on foreign policy with third countries. For example before 
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the Eastern enlargement of the EU in 2004, the Political Dialogue with Central 

and Eastern European Counties (CEECs) was developed into a multilateral 

format in which the dialogue was conducted at all levels of the CFSP 

decision-making hierarchy – heads of state/government, Political Directors, 

European Correspondents, CFSP working groups – covering all areas of 

foreign policy and placing the pre-accession CEECs in a privileged position 

among non-members (Sedelmeier, 2005: 164).  

 
 
In a similar way, the Political Dialogue with Turkey takes place at different 

levels. The highest-level decision-making mechanism is the EU-Turkey 

Association Council, which derives from the accession process and therefore 

covers a wide range of issues including foreign policy. Strictly speaking, the 

Association Council can be considered separate from the Political Dialogue 

because the Political Dialogue can exist without an Association Agreement in 

place. In the case of Turkey, both are closely connected and integral to the 

on-going dialogue. 

   

Participants in the Association Council include the foreign minister of the EU 

member state that holds the EU presidency, the EU Commissioner for 

Enlargement, the EU Minister and Chief Negotiator of Turkey and the Turkish 

foreign minister. As one of the interviewees, a senior bureaucrat at the 

Ministry of EU Affairs of Turkey, explained, the meetings are based on texts 

(Interview TR02). So, each side, both the EU and Turkey, reads and presents 

the texts that they have prepared. Decisions are taken unanimously and both 
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the EU and Turkey have one vote each. Through this meeting, the EU and 

Turkey formally assess their relationship and the membership process. The 

Association Council, as the highest-level decision-making framework 

between the EU and Turkey, can be seen as a platform for “co-decision” 

since leaders may take joint decisions about how to proceed with Turkey-EU 

relations, as well as with policies towards other countries and foreign policy 

actions.   

 

The foreign policy relationship is discussed particularly when assessing 

developments under “Chapter 31: Foreign, security and defence policy”, one 

of the chapters which is blocked relating to the Cyprus issue. Especially 

since the beginning of the Arab uprisings, the Turkish government started to 

reiterate its willingness to have regular and formal foreign policy 

consultations with the EU even though the Chapter 31 was blocked; 

however, there was a lack of agreement, particularly among EU states, about 

having formal talks on foreign policy, as this thesis will elaborate on later.   

 

Additional to the EU-Turkey Association Council, there is a dialogue 

framework that is called “ministerial dialogue” to which the EU High 

Representative, the EU Commissioner for Enlargement, the EU Minister and 

Chief Negotiator of Turkey, and the Foreign Minister of Turkey attend. It has a 

similar composition to the Association Council but it is more focused on 

foreign policy matters. Since the start of the Arab uprisings and the Positive 

Agenda initiative of the European Commission, which sought to intensify 
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foreign policy dialogue with Turkey, foreign policy cooperation has generally 

been an important agenda item in these meetings. According to another 

interviewee, a senior bureaucrat at the Ministry of EU Affairs in Turkey, who 

attended all of these meetings from 2011 to 2015, the Turkish foreign 

minister was usually at the forefront in leading meetings because the EU 

wanted to obtain information from Turkey about developments in the region 

(Interview TR02). The Turkish foreign minister presents Turkish positions to 

the EU; however, it is not a decision-making platform and no joint decisions 

are taken, but rather meetings end with expressions of good will (Interview 

TR02). The meetings have not been regular, their arrangement tending to 

depend on whether ministers can commit their time, but they have been held 

at least once a year (Interviews EU01 and EU02). An EU diplomat in the 

Political Section at the EU Delegation in Ankara explained that the meetings 

generally help the EU to understand Turkish positions but suggested that 

these meetings should be held more frequently to engender effective foreign 

policy coordination, which is again one of the arguments of the Turkish 

government when proposing more frequent and regular meetings (Interview 

EU01). Ministerial dialogue meetings can act as fora for consultation in the 

sense that ministers can exchange information and ask for the EU’s feedback 

on Turkish positions.  

 

Another dialogue mechanism is called “Turkey-EU political dialogue at 

political directors’ level”. The participants are the undersecretaries of the 

Ministry of EU Affairs and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Turkey, the 
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Deputy Secretary General of the EEAS, and the Director General for 

Enlargement. Again, these meetings are not regular. The participants aim to 

meet once a year depending on whether the officials have time to commit 

and the general aim of the meetings has been to discuss cooperation on 

foreign policy issues. For example, after the meeting in March 2014, the 

permanent delegation of Turkey in Brussels specified that the main objective 

was “to foster coordination and cooperation in bilateral relations and on 

foreign policy areas of common interest” and among the issues discussed 

was the situation in the Middle East, particularly in Syria (Permanent 

Delegation of Turkey to the European Union, 2014a). According to a former 

EU Ambassador to Turkey, these meetings are based on an exchange of 

views but they have never altered policy for either side (Interview EU03). This 

dialogue mechanism improves understandings but does not allow one party 

to influence the other’s policy (Interviews EU03 and EU02). So, it is more 

about cooperation at the information stage without so much decision making 

taking place.     

 

In addition to these levels of dialogue, there have been other occasions on 

which Turkish and EU officials have met and had a chance to talk. For 

example, after the Political Dialogue meeting at ministerial level on 10 

February 2014 in Brussels, the Turkish foreign minister attended the EU 

Foreign Affairs Council dinner at the EEAS where he expressed his views on 

a wide range of issues, including the importance of stability in the Balkans 

(Permanent Delegation of Turkey to the European Union, 2014b). Also, for a 
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period of time, the Turkish foreign minister used to be invited to the informal 

gathering of EU foreign ministers in Gymnich, on which this thesis will 

elaborate more.  

 

The case studies in this thesis will be used in an examination of whether, and 

to what extent, these contacts had any or much impact. Generally, it is 

possible to say that these institutional frameworks might improve the 

possibility of cooperation, especially if meetings take place frequently. In 

fact, a Turkish diplomat at the Permanent Turkish Delegation to the EU 

expressed that these sorts of contacts between the EU and Turkish ministers 

were very useful but they needed to be more frequent and regular in order to 

create a functioning foreign policy dialogue (Interview TR04). The case study 

chapters will assess whether such contacts indeed encouraged cooperation.   

 

At this point, it is useful to clarify that the main actor in the EU coordinating 

foreign policy dialogue during the Arab Spring was the EEAS, specifically the 

High Representative Catherine Ashton and her Turkey team. Since the aim of 

the mechanisms between the EEAS and the Turkish government is to foster 

cooperation, one could argue right off that the rate of Turkey’s alignment with 

EU statements indicates whether cooperation mechanisms work or not. 

However, as explained earlier, cooperation does not necessarily mean 

alignment with EU statements and, in fact, the alignment rate is not a good 

indicator of cooperation at all. To clarify the way alignment works, once the 

EU agrees on a statement expressing its position, it contacts certain third 
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countries, mainly candidates including Turkey, inviting them to join the 

statement. So, alignment is offered not just to Turkey. Other countries are 

invited as well, and on the same terms, which are “take it or leave it”, that is 

without room for negotiation to change the declaration. The main reason why 

Turkey’s alignment with the EU is not a good indicator of cooperation is that 

the Turkish government is usually given very short notice, which leaves 

insufficient time to align, even if the Turkish government actually intends to 

align (Interviews EU01, EU02, EU03, TR02, TR03, TR04).  

 

In addition to this, the Turkish government is generally resentful of being 

treated as “any other country”. A senior Turkish bureaucrat in the EU Ministry 

expressed his discontent with the way Turkey was treated saying, “I am 

Turkey, I am not a country like Egypt, I am a candidate state and I have had a 

partnership with you for more than 60 years. You cannot treat me like Egypt” 

(Interview TR02). The main discontent here also concerns the fact that Turkey 

has no say in EU statements and it cannot contribute in any way, similarly to 

other countries offered a chance to align with the EU. For instance, 

according to an interviewee at the EU section of the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of Turkey, the Turkish government was resentful that the EU did not 

consult Turkey regarding sanctions against Russia (Interview TR05). A senior 

Turkish bureaucrat at the Ministry of EU Affairs explains, on the same issue:  

They [the EU] impose sanctions against Russia without even talking 
about it with Turkey. Russia is your most important historical ally, most 
important trade partner. Why would you sign a text a couple of EU 
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personnel wrote hastily in a couple of days there [in Brussels]? Then 
they wonder, ‘Why didn’t Turkey align?’ blah blah blah (Interview TR02).  

This is also one of the reasons why it is important to analyse interactions 

between Turkey and the EU on a case-by-case basis to see the extent to 

which there is cooperation. This is because there is no straightforward 

indicator, such as the alignment rate, to assess the degree of Turkey’s 

cooperation with the EU. 

 

Another important point to note about the nature of Political Dialogue and the 

role of the EEAS is that, as the Turkey advisor to HR Ashton emphasised, the 

EEAS has tried to coordinate foreign policy cooperation in the area of foreign 

policy as defined by the interests of EU member states (Interview EU04). This 

means that, in order to achieve formal foreign policy cooperation with Turkey, 

the EEAS needs the approval of all EU member states. This is exactly the 

reason why informal dialogue has become the norm in the Turkey-EU foreign 

policy relationship, as the next section will discuss in detail. The fundamental 

issue here is that, although the majority of EU member states would like 

closer foreign policy cooperation with Turkey, there is no unanimous 

agreement on establishing formal consultations with the Turkish government, 

mainly due to problems with the membership negotiations in general. The 

most apparent obstacle to formal and regular contacts is the Cyprus issue, 

which has blocked the opening of chapters including the one on foreign 

policy cooperation (Interview EU04). This is why the foreign policy 

relationship is an unusual area of interaction because, as mentioned earlier, 
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there is a general shared understanding that both the EU and Turkey need 

closer foreign policy cooperation but in practice the formal establishment of 

such a platform has not been possible. So, the solution that the EEAS and 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Turkey came up with was to conduct 

dialogue but to call it informal, as the next section will explain.   

 

Ultimately, there are different levels in the institutional framework between 

the EU and Turkey that can potentially foster foreign policy cooperation. 

Although Turkey has a much closer relationship with the EU as a third 

country, the problems with the membership negotiations limit formal 

interactions, which is the main reason why the EU and Turkey have sought to 

establish a parallel relationship based on informal talks on foreign policy.   

 

3.2. The Informal Nature of Foreign Policy Interaction 

The disadvantage of the institutional framework for cooperation was that it 

confined foreign policy interaction to the formal institutional setup in place. 

The emphasis in the interviews with the EU diplomats was that the EEAS was 

coordinating the best possible partnership with Turkey in the area defined by 

the preferences of EU member states. The problem was that the interaction 

was blocked related to the problems of membership negotiations, which 

created a need for informality. For instance, a diplomat at the EU mission in 

Ankara clearly stated that the Republic of Cyprus had blocked formal 

interactions on numerous occasions and similar issues relating to the 

membership process affected the foreign policy dialogue during the uprisings 
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(Interview EU6). In fact, according to the Turkish EU minister, this was 

precisely the challenge that the “Positive Agenda” initiative that the EU 

Commission launched in 2012 had sought to overcome (Interview TR01). He 

claimed that it was designed to bypass the veto of the Republic of Cyprus so 

that the Commission and Turkey could talk without “political obstacles” 

(Interview TR01). For this reason, even specifically agreed foreign policy 

meetings and discussions on thematic and regional issues were referred to 

as “informal” by both Turkey and the EU (Interview EU06).  

 

Foreign policy cooperation between Turkey and the EU during the Arab 

Spring was greatly based on the informal dialogue between the EU High 

Representative Catherine Ashton and Turkish Foreign Minister Ahmet 

Davutoğlu. Interviews with EU and Turkish diplomats suggest that the 

dialogue was based on friendship and mutual concern over the turmoil in the 

Middle East and North Africa. Specifically, Ashton’s Turkey advisor at EEAS 

describes the dialogue in the following way: 

The model of cooperation under Cathy Ashton was very much a 
personal relationship with Ahmet Davutoğlu. They were very close. They 
spoke very frequently. I think he was probably the person she spoke to 
the most on the phone. They constantly saw each other formally in the 
context of international meetings etc. And there was very close 
communication and information sharing. And what we tried to do at the 
official level was to try to support that through developing a wide range 
of consultation mechanisms with Turkey. I was on several occasions 
with her [Ashton] in Ankara and here [Brussels] seeing Davutoğlu and I 
can say that the Ashton-Davutoğlu relationship was based on close 
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personal friendship. Their families even knew each other (Interview 
EU04). 
 

When asked how the dialogue worked during the crises of the Arab Spring, 

the interviewee responded, “there were very regular discussions between 

Davutoğlu and Ashton on the Arab Spring. I mean that has really been the 

key focus of our dialogue. So, real-time picking up the phone, discussing the 

situation in Egypt, Syria, and Libya” (Interview EU04). This also meant that 

they were able to communicate informally on the telephone regardless of 

when or whether dialogue meetings were scheduled to take place.  

 

Commenting on the shortcomings of meetings, a senior bureaucrat in the 

Ministry of EU Affairs in Turkey described them as being mostly based on 

exchange of information instead of being a forum for decision making. He 

said, “these meetings end with expressions of good will. It is not like we say, 

‘Okay, we are making such and such decision together’. As the name 

suggests, they are ‘dialogue meetings’ – not a committee or a council 

meeting, such as the EU-Turkey Association Council” (Interview TR02). 

Another EU diplomat in Ankara argued that the mechanisms were not 

sufficient for efficient foreign policy cooperation, which is also a Turkish 

argument for more institutionalisation of foreign policy cooperation. The 

diplomat said, 

We are trying to build cooperation on pure foreign policy, separated 
from the enlargement process. We have very intense consultations with 
Turkey including the ‘ministerial dialogue’ and the ‘political directors’ 
consultations’ but they can meet only when they can find time. There is 
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a need to talk more [with regard to Egypt, Syria, and Libya] but these 
mechanisms are not sufficient for closer cooperation (Interview EU02). 
 

As mentioned earlier, the ministerial and political directors’ consultations 

were meant to take place at least once a year; however, this was not always 

possible, which is why the informal conversations between the Turkish 

foreign minister and the EU HR were particularly important for the exchange 

of information (Interviews EU01 and EU02).  

 

Therefore, there are both advantages and disadvantages of the Political 

Dialogue in terms of fostering cooperation. The main advantage is that it is a 

formal framework involving the political leadership as well, which means that 

it can encourage co-decisions easier. The disadvantages are that the formal 

framework is affected by the problems of Turkey’s accession process, the 

format is not designed for joint decisions, and it may be difficult to have 

informal meetings at short notice due to scheduling issues. In terms of their 

function, the existing frameworks help maintain a dialogue but generally do 

not go any further, although both the EU and Turkey have often reiterated the 

need for enhanced cooperation.  

 

A good specific example of an informal meeting in which foreign policy is 

discussed is the Gymnich meetings to which Turkey attends when invited. As 

far as Turkey is concerned, Gymnich meetings, the biannual informal 

meetings of EU foreign ministers, do not go beyond mere talking. In fact, a 

senior bureaucrat at the EU Ministry of Turkey described the atmosphere in 
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the meetings as “chit-chat at a large breakfast table” (Interview TR02). They 

are informal meetings that are held once a year. Turkey may or may not be 

invited depending on the decision of EU member states. When Turkey 

attends, the meeting can potentially contribute to cooperation since it, at 

least, provides a forum for the Turkish government to express its views and 

listen to those of the EU ministers. However, Turkey was not always invited 

during the Arab Spring because, as several EU diplomats claimed, the EU 

ministers were irritated by the “know-it-all attitude” of Turkish Foreign 

Minister Davutoğlu (Interview EU05).  An EU diplomat claimed that there was 

a “fatigue” from listening to him speaking all the time (Interview EU02). “EU 

ministers have limited time there”, he explained (Interview EU02). Another EU 

diplomat claimed that Davutoğlu spoke as if he were “lecturing” the 

ministers, thereby implying that “Turkey knows the Middle East the best” 

(Interview EU05). As a result of this “fatigue”, interviewees claimed that the 

Turkish foreign minister, hence Turkey, was not invited on a number of 

occasions, such as the Gymnich meeting in the second half of 2012. It 

should be noted that the second half of 2012 was when the Republic of 

Cyprus held the EU presidency and when Turkey froze relations with the EU 

for this reason; so, it can be claimed that political reasons can also have an 

impact as well. Although the Turkish government apparently did not regard 

the meeting as having had much importance, the meeting had the potential 

to serve as a platform for the exchange of views that might have led to 

coordinated action.  
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This example is useful in two ways. First, it shows that there is a lack of 

agreement on Turkey’s participation in these meetings, which means that 

Turkey might participate one year and not participate another. There is 

uncertainty about whether Turkey will be invited or not. Second, it 

demonstrates the degree to which the different preferences of EU member 

states can have an impact on channels of cooperation. In other words, the 

kinds of issues that affect the membership process, and even smaller issues, 

such as Davutoğlu’s manner of speaking, can well affect the nature of the 

foreign policy relationship between Turkey and the EU. This is no surprise but 

it is essential to note that this is one of the reasons why foreign policy 

dialogue largely remained informal and irregular. And, essentially, this was 

the major reason encouraging Davutoğlu and Ashton to discuss foreign 

policy issues personally during the course of the Arab Spring regardless of 

whether Turkish and EU positions converged or not.  

 

In addition to the regular institutional frameworks for cooperation, there can 

also be ad hoc meetings and direct communication. A key aspect of the 

informal relationship during the Arab Spring was the telephone conversations 

between Davutoğlu and Ashton. It should be pointed out that the fact that 

telephone conversations took place does indicate some level of cooperation, 

but deeper empirical analysis in Chapters 4-7 will pinpoint exactly which 

channels were used and whether they led to cooperation. With regard to how 

such informal interaction took place, the overall consensus among 

interviewees, including the Turkish diplomats, was that there were frequent 
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telephone conversations between the two. Ashton’s advisor clarified that 

they talked on the telephone as events happened during the crises (Interview 

EU04). The interviewee also pointed out that FM Davutoğlu called HR Ashton 

up regularly during the uprisings, even before the public announcement of 

the Turkish position and Turkish reaction (Interview EU04). For instance, in 

some cases the Turkish government did not make its position immediately 

public and waited for other actors in the international arena to take a stance. 

The interviewee claims that informal telephone conversations also took place 

during this period, which means that in some instances Davutoğlu was able 

to hear EU input while the Turkish position was being finalised.  

 

Again, the issue specific chapters will discuss these points in much more 

depth but, generally, what the interviewees said in terms of the substance of 

conversations was that these informal conversations were based on 

information sharing. The Turkish government would share its take on the 

crises and inform about Turkish positions and impending actions. For 

instance, in some cases, the Turkish government not only informed the EU 

about what position it would take, but also requested expressions of support 

and solidarity.   

 

The informal dialogue was, of course, a two-way street. So, generally, when 

the interaction took place, the EU position was also communicated to the 

Turkish government. Again, this changed depending on the situation. For 

example, during the uprisings, there were cases in which Davutoğlu called 
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Ashton but there was no EU position at the time of interaction, as this thesis 

will discuss in detail later. In short, Ashton also had a chance to inform the 

Turkish government about what the EU intended to do and to express views. 

These conversations took place sometimes even before Turkish decisions 

had been made or actions had been carried out.  

 

As a conclusion, the Political Dialogue and other formats of foreign policy 

dialogue take place at different levels. The Political Dialogue as a framework 

to maintain a foreign policy relationship has the potential to enhance the 

probability of foreign policy cooperation if more regular meetings take place. 

However, it had limitations with regard to fostering cooperation during the 

Arab Spring, particular due to the politics of the Turkish membership bid. 

Ultimately, the channel of communication between the EU and the Turkish 

government was open informally in the area of foreign policy. The personal 

friendship of Davutoğlu and Ashton was at the centre of foreign policy 

cooperation during the Arab Spring. An aim was that that cooperation would 

be developed without too much interruption from the developments in 

Turkey’s membership process. The case study chapters will evaluate the 

actual extent of cooperation that took place between the EU and Turkey. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
Turkey’s Foreign Policy Cooperation 
with the EU during the Egyptian 
Revolution of 2011  
	
 
Following the apparent success of demonstrations in Tunisia, a popular 

uprising began in Egypt in January 2011 and forced one of the region’s 

longest serving and most influential leaders, President Hosni Mubarak, from 

power. The turmoil presents a good case study to analyse how Turkey 

behaved considering its renewed interest for cooperation with the EU in the 

beginning of the Arab Spring. This chapter consists of a single CO focusing 

on the 18 days of crises, from the start of mass demonstrations on 25 

January until Mubarak resigned on 11 February. It examines the Turkish 

reaction and the extent to which there was cooperation with the EU.  

 

The main questions regarding potential cooperation for the EU and Turkey 

was whether and when to stand out against Mubarak and openly voice 

support for the opposition. This chapter will discuss the preferences of 

Turkey and the foreign policy choices that the Turkish government made. 

Generally, cooperative behaviour would have ideally involved the Turkish 

government seeking consultation with the EU so that both could be well-

informed about each other’s actions and support each other when they saw 

fit. Specifically, for this CO, cooperation would imply common support for the 

opposition and criticising the Mubarak regime.  
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The analysis presented here finds no sign of coordination. However, there 

were frequent information exchanges between Turkish and EU officials, 

especially between the Turkish foreign minister and the EU High 

Representative. It is possible to say that this dialogue merely improved their 

understanding of each other’s policy but did not lead to any adjustments to 

existing policies because, although they were in touch, there is no evidence 

that there was a policy adjustment following dialogue with the EU.  

 

In terms of the timing and the substance of the reaction of the Turkish 

government against the Mubarak regime, the main influential actor in the 

Turkish decision-making process was the US since Mubarak was a major ally 

of the US in the region. The Turkish government wanted to wait and see how 

the US would react first because they saw the US position as decisive in 

terms of whether Mubarak would keep office or not. The Turkish government 

for the first time revealed that it would support a transition after a telephone 

conversation with the US President.    

 

Of course this behaviour was not unique to the Turkish government, and 

other states in the international arena also showed a similar reaction by 

waiting for the US position to become clearer, considering the close 

relationship between the US and the Mubarak regime. However, this did not 

apply to all EU states. Specifically, the UK, Germany, and France adopted a 

much more critical stance right away, even before the US position was 

public.   
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Rationalism helps better explain the Turkish decision against the regime 

because the wait-and-see approach was a strategic decision. There were 

costs associated with being openly critical of the Mubarak regime before the 

wider international community and the US voiced criticism. Specifically, there 

were many Turkish assets, citizens, and businesses in Egypt. The Turkish 

government, by avoiding being directly hostile towards the Mubarak regime 

right away, wanted to ensure the smooth evacuation of its citizens with 

minimal risk.  

 

Also, the Turkish government, as this chapter will discuss, had developed a 

close mutually beneficial relationship with the Mubarak regime. It would have 

been costly to have let go of the relationship when there was still uncertainty 

as to whether he would stay or leave. This wait-and-see approach suggests 

a stickiness with the “zero problems with neighbours” policy of the Turkish 

government, a policy which also applies to other regimes in the region, on 

which this thesis will elaborate in other case studies.  

 

In addition, there were benefits of waiting for the US position to be publicly 

clear. The Turkish government would then be able to avoid being 

marginalised in the international arena through aligning with the US, which 

also meant aligning with the EU. So, the Turkish government waited to avoid 

being at odds with the US. 
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Moreover, the opposition to Mubarak consisted of Islamist actors, namely the 

Muslim Brotherhood. Support for them was convenient for the Turkish 

government, since the Turkish government saw the Brotherhood as being 

closer in terms of their worldview, e.g., with regard to their position on 

regional issues, such as on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. It made sense 

strategically to support them when such support was not costly. The AKP 

had clear preferences for the opposition but avoiding being at odds with the 

US was more important. So, they prioritised following the US lead and gave 

support to the opposition as soon as the US did. 

 

Therefore, the reason why cooperation was not at the consultation point with 

the EU was because the Turkish government had already decided how to 

proceed, taking the US as a reference point, even before the EU was able to 

form a common position. Consultation also did not take place as the Turkish 

government did not specifically seek for EU feedback on its policy. Yet, 

information exchange with the EU was useful because it allowed the Turkish 

government to keep up with developments at the EU’s end with regard to 

transition in Egypt that would involve the Islamist Muslim Brotherhood. So, 

there was at least “unilateral information”, especially after the Turkish 

government publicly announced that it would support democratic change in 

Egypt.   

 

Furthermore, this chapter finds that there was a renewed expression of 

interest from the Turkish government in more frequent ministerial meetings 
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with the EU in order to discuss foreign policy issues because, with the start 

of the uprising in Egypt, the Turkish government believed that the democratic 

upheaval would spread across the region. For this reason, the government, 

especially the Ministry of Foreign Affairs bureaucracy, renewed proposals 

that would increase the number of contacts with the EU and also allow the 

Turkish foreign minister to be involved in discussions in the EU on foreign 

policy. However, there was a lack of agreement about these proposals, 

mainly due to reasons discussed previously, including objections from 

member states, such as the Republic of Cyprus. The proposals were never 

accepted then, which explains why the contacts were largely informal. The 

significance of this for the analysis stems from the way in which the Turkish 

action was a strategic reaction to regional instability. This indicates once 

again that rationalism helps explain better the Turkish behaviour vis-à-vis the 

foreign policy relationship with the EU.  

 

4.1. Interests and Reactions 
 
The analysis here requires an examination of the respective preferences of 

the EU and Turkey for Egypt. Therefore, before proceeding, this section will 

set out the interests at stake for both actors with regard to crisis in Egypt. 

The discussion will also be tailored to the specific cooperative opportunity 

examined in this chapter, which is about the question of whether and when 

to stand out against President Mubarak and to voice support for the 

opposition movement.  
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4.1.1. Turkish Interests in Egypt and Reaction to the Crisis 
 
 
The Turkish policy towards Egypt in the AKP era had two prominent 

dimensions, which were also in line with Turkish policy towards the broader 

region and the idea of “new” Turkish foreign policy: the economic dimension 

of deepening economic interdependence through the fostering of 

transnational trade, which was helping Turkey to develop its economy, and 

the political dimension of developing closer and mutually beneficial political 

relations with the Egyptian regime. Turkish interests involved promoting 

investment and securing Turkish businesses in Egypt and complementing 

economic relationships through maintaining good political ties. The political 

dimension can be seen as having a wider regional aspect, which is related to 

the fundamental goal of the “new” Turkish foreign policy of becoming a 

regional power. Having Egypt’s support was essential for the Turkish 

government to become an influential actor in regional issues. Therefore, both 

economic and political dimensions aimed to complement each other. 

 

There is also a fundamental cultural component of the relationship that was 

used as a tool to maintain and promote stronger relations. The cultural 

component was based on cultural affinity and Muslim fraternity. A classic 

example of the way this works in practice is the way in which Turkish 

decision makers emphasise a common Ottoman history and that Egyptians 

and Turks are brothers, just as the Turkish president did after Mubarak’s visit 

to Turkey in 2009 (e.g., Cumhuriyet, 2009). So, culture comes into play 

through an emphasis on shared identity. It should also be highlighted that 
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cultural and political affinity can potentially motivate the Turkish government 

to prefer certain domestic actors in Egypt (e.g., the Muslim Brotherhood) over 

others.    

 

Going before the AKP era and considering the history of relations, it is 

possible to say that the relationship had ups and downs. For example, 

Turkey and Egypt had a bitter relationship at the beginning of the Cold War, 

particularly due to the diplomatic crises of 1954 and tensions over politics 

around the Baghdad Pact. After the coup of 1952 against Egypt’s monarchy, 

tension escalated between the Turkish ambassador in Cairo, who was 

married to a member of an Egyptian noble family, and the new president 

Abdel Nasser and, as a result, the Turkish ambassador was declared persona 

non grata in 1954 (see Bardakçı, 2011). With regard to the Baghdad Pact, the 

Egyptian government strongly urged Arab nations not to participate and 

argued that the military alliance between Turkey, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan and the 

UK served the interests of Israel and imperialists (Gürün, 1983: 137). 

According to Fırat and Kürkçüoğlu (2001: 620-621), the real issue was not the 

diplomatic crisis or the Baghdad Pact; the real issue concerned competition 

for political leadership in the Middle East at a time when Turkey was leading 

states closer to the West, whereas Egypt was leading the states who wanted 

to protect their political and economic independence against the West.  

 

There was also additional tension between Turkey and Egypt because 

Turkey, due to its foreign policy outlook at the time, had a distant approach 
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to former Ottoman territories, which include Egypt. This meant that the 

government avoided too much engagement with the country and prioritised 

its alliance with the West. Meanwhile, in Egypt, Arab nationalism peaked and 

the country became one of the most prominent advocates of pan-Arab 

ideology. So, neither Turkey sought too much engagement with Egypt due to 

its foreign policy outlook, nor Egypt sought too much engagement with 

Turkey due to its ideological position as the leader of Arab nations. The 

1950s can be seen as a time when the Turkey-Egypt relationship was 

particularly at a low point.   

 

In the AKP era, Turkish engagement in Egypt gradually increased. Bilateral 

relations slightly improved during the period when Erdoğan and Mubarak 

were in power, particularly after both sides agreed to closer dialogue in 2007, 

signing the “Memorandum for a Framework for Turkish-Egyptian Strategic 

Dialogue” in Istanbul, which had the aim of “strengthening bilateral 

economic, political, and cultural cooperation between Turkey and Egypt” 

(MFA, 2015). In the following years, until the start of the Arab Spring, the 

Turkish foreign minister described Egypt as a “strategic partner” and there 

were high profile visits including Turkish President Gül’s visits to Egypt in 

2008 and 2009 and Mubarak’s visit to Turkey in 2009 (ibid.).  

 

A close look at the remarks of Turkish politicians during their visits and 

meetings with Egyptian officials demonstrates the Turkish approach to Egypt 

in the AKP era. For instance, after meeting with Egyptian President Mubarak 
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in Istanbul in 2009, Turkish President Gül referred to him as a “brother” in a 

speech, and said that bilateral cooperation was essential especially with 

regard to regional issues of mutual concern, such as the situation in Gaza. 

Moreover, he emphasised the importance of strengthening political and 

economic relations and specifically mentioned that Turkey welcomed the rise 

in trade volume that had almost doubled from $2.5 billion in a short time 

(Cumhuriyet, 2009). Later in that year, during Mubarak’s visit to Turkey, Gül 

even suggested lifting visas, reminding the Egyptian leader about the Free 

Trade Agreement that had been signed in 2005 (Zaman, 2009a).  

 

When Turkish Foreign Minister Davutoğlu visited Egypt in the same year, he 

made similar remarks about the importance of cooperation, especially with 

regard to the situation in Gaza and made clear references to the Ottoman 

Empire. In addition to meeting Mubarak, he also met journalists and 

academics and explained his vision of Turkish foreign policy by outlining the 

transformation that the policy had been going through since the AKP took 

office. In his speeches during his visit, he frequently used the phrases “I am 

Ottoman” and “Nobody can get away from their history”, emphasising that 

the Ottoman Empire had not been a Turkish state but rather a “mosaic of 

nations” (Zaman, 2009b). Both Gül’s and Davutoğlu’s remarks point to the 

economic and political aspects of the relationship since they underline the 

importance of intensifying trade and cooperation in the region.  
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Moreover, their words also indicated that the policy towards Egypt was 

consistent with Turkey’s revised approach to the Middle East prior to the 

Arab Spring, particularly considering the arguments based on cultural affinity 

and regional trade. These arguments were in fact fundamentally based on the 

idea that Turkey needed to expand its area of influence using its geocultural 

potential, which was the central argument Davutoğlu made before he 

became a policy maker (Davutoğlu, 2001). Expanding Turkey’s area of 

influence involved becoming a pivotal actor with regard to regional issues. 

One of the issues concerning which Turkey wanted to be particularly 

influential was the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. To this end, Turkish officials 

frequently brought up this issue in their bilateral meetings, knowing that 

Egypt’s support was essential. Ultimately, it is possible to say that, in line 

with Turkey’s new engagement with the neighbourhood, the Turkish 

approach was based on promoting not only trade but also closer political 

ties, using the rhetoric of shared culture and history as much as possible.  

 

At the onset of crisis in Egypt, analysts in Turkey argued that the Arab Spring 

would be a good test for the “new” Turkish foreign policy. For instance, a 

report published by the Foundation for Political, Economic and Social 

Research (SETA) in Ankara argued that the “new” Turkey had changed the 

political dynamics in the region, especially with the “upright” policies that it 

had followed in the post-Davos era.10 It stated “Turkey, which reaches out to 

                                            
10 Referring to the incident between the Israeli President and Turkish PM at the Davos World 
Economic Forum in 2009. The Turkish PM stormed off the stage after a heated debate on the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. What the analyst is trying to point out is that after the incident PM 
Erdoğan gained popularity among the Arab people for defending Gazans.   
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the Arab people when talking to governments is not possible, has created a 

significant area of influence in the Middle East … The crisis in Egypt has 

been the first important test for this area of attraction” (Bölme et al., 2011: 

43-44). Maintaining this area of attraction and Turkey’s legitimacy in the eyes 

of the Egyptian people was an important concern in Turkey’s reaction to 

events, particularly at the very beginning of the uprising, as this chapter will 

proceed to examine. It could also be stated that creating an area of attraction 

was a strategic goal for Turkey and risking it was a costly action.  

 

With the rhetoric that Turkey was with the people of Egypt, the Turkish 

government strongly supported pro-democratic forces in Egypt after the 

Turkish PM openly called the Egyptian President to step aside on the 1 

February. The Turkish government then frequently expressed its support 

during the political transformation, considering the will of the people and 

presenting the Turkish experience of democratisation as a model for Egypt. 

 

After the uprising had started, the Turkish government was presented with a 

dilemma: should it protect its self-interest or support democratic movements 

in Egypt? (This dilemma also occurred in the other case studies that this 

thesis examines). The main reason for this dilemma can be found in the 

uncertainty surrounding the political situation in Egypt. The end result was a 

balancing reaction that bought time until there was more certainty about the 

change of leadership.  
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To unpack this point, protecting interests meant maintaining a working 

relationship with the Egyptian government in order to reach strategic goals, 

such as becoming a regional power and maintaining a mutually beneficial 

trade relationship. Yet, there was also the issue of supporting democratic 

change for the people of Egypt. If the leadership would likely change, then it 

would be beneficial for the Turkish government to give support to the 

opposition. In this way, the Turkish government would not only support the 

promotion of democracy, but would also start off on the right foot with 

whoever was going to be the new leader. However, if the leadership would 

likely stay, then it would be costly to support the opposition right away. At 

the same time, the Turkish government wished to avoid appearing as if it 

were supporting a leader who was oppressing his people. As a result, the 

safer policy option was to find a balance between protecting self-interest and 

advocating democratic change, at least until it became clearer as to how the 

crisis would unfold. For this reason, the Turkish government, as this analysis 

will discuss, did not wish to be the first to call for President Mubarak’s 

resignation; instead, it waited to see the international reaction and especially 

whether the US was going to withdraw its historical support for President 

Mubarak.  

 

It should also be noted that the there was also uncertainty about who would 

lead Egypt if regime change took place. In the case of Egypt, and also in the 

wider region, the Turkish government had a tendency to prefer the Muslim 

Brotherhood, as this thesis will discuss later in depth. Through conducting 
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relations with Islamist actors, it was better able to use neo-Ottoman 

discourse with the aim of making Turkey a leader in the region. Specifically, 

this meant that when the Muslim Brotherhood seemed likely to take power 

after President Mubarak, the Turkish government happily supported it. This 

chapter will examine Turkey’s response to regime change in detail but, 

before proceeding, it reviews the EU’s approach to Egypt to establish EU 

preferences with regard to Egypt and the extent to which these were 

compatible with, or contradictory to, Turkish preferences.    

 

4.1.2. The EU’s Preferences and Reaction to the Crisis 
 

What is important for this analysis, as in the cases of Libya and Syria, is the 

strategic importance of Egypt to the EU. In order to establish an 

understanding of the EU’s preferences with regard to the crisis, first it is 

essential to consider EU-Egypt relations prior to the uprising.  

 

Similarly to the case of Libya in particular, it is possible to say that the EU 

had immense political and economic interests at stake in maintaining a 

mutually beneficial partnership with Egypt. These interests were clearly 

outlined, for example, at the 6th Meeting of the EU-Egypt Association Council 

in April 2010, right before the crisis in Egypt began. It is important to note 

that, as in the case of Turkey, the Association Council Meetings are one of 

the main mechanisms on which bilateral cooperation with Egypt is based, 

and the discussions at the meetings range from free trade regulations to 
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cooperation with regard to migration. The first item in the statement made by 

the EU regarding the 6th Meeting of the EU-Egypt Association Council held in 

Luxembourg read: “The EU-Egypt partnership and its strengthening are 

based on common values, interests, and concerns. The EU and Egypt share 

the goal of building stability, peace, and prosperity in the Mediterranean and 

the Middle East regions” (EEAS, 2010). Emphasising the importance of 

mutual partnership, the EU reaffirmed its interest in maintaining close ties 

with Egypt, which indicated not only that Egypt was an economic partner but 

also a strategic actor in the Mediterranean and the Middle East region, where 

the EU was trying to establish itself as an influential actor. For example, one 

of the issue areas in which the EU thought it could benefit from a closer 

alliance with Egypt was the Middle East peace process. Acknowledging the 

“important role Egypt plays in promoting stability in the region”, the EU made 

it clear that it sought a closer partnership with Egypt, particularly with regard 

to regional affairs (ibid.).  

 

Therefore, it can be claimed that in addition to economic gains from 

partnership, the EU had political interests in line with its wider aim of 

establishing itself as an important actor in the region. To accomplish that, the 

EU prioritised stability in its approach, which meant that it favoured stable 

governments, open channels of dialogue with existing governments, and 

political stability in a country. A clear example of this, as this thesis will 

discuss later, was the EU’s reaction to the Sisi government. Even though the 

EU was well aware that General Sisi had carried out a coup d’état, it was 
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reluctant to admit to this and preferred to establish regular and normal 

relations with the government, keeping channels of dialogue open. It did not 

adopt a hostile attitude, as the Turkish government had done, but in 

speeches EU personnel emphasised the restoration of stability in the country 

(Interviews EU01 and EU02). When the crisis began in January 2011, the EU 

had immense economic and political interests at stake in a successful 

transition (Interviews EU01 and EU02). In terms of concrete policy choices, 

this entailed initially supporting the government against internal challenges, 

but once this had become untenable, promoting a smooth transition to what 

would mostly likely be stable governance.   

 

The EU behaviour was criticised by analysts because it was problematic, 

ineffective, and incoherent. It was problematic because, related to the point 

above on stability, to some degree it also had a dilemma between supporting 

a democratic movement and self-interest. For instance, Sadiki (2015: 561) 

points to Ashton’s statement on 10 February in which she reminded Egyptian 

authorities that “full respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms is 

essential” (Ashton, 2011c) and claims that this statement was problematic 

since she qualified her words only two weeks later saying “this is the 

European Union wishing to support what is for Egypt to lead” (Ashton, 

2011b). Sadiki (2015: 561) also points out that, two years later in response to 

President Morsi’s (temporal) adoption of a presidential decree, which was 

supposed to put him above judicial control, Ashton underlined the need to 

have “strategic patience” with Egypt (Ashton, 2013), whereas the European 
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Parliament (EP) called for the suspension of any budgetary support to Egypt 

“if no major progress is made regarding respect for human rights and 

freedoms, democratic governance and the rule of law” (European Parliament, 

2013). Pinfari (2013) specifically focuses on Ashton’s use of the expression 

“strategic patience” and points to the democracy vs. stability dilemma that 

the European Neighbourhood Policy, as a foreign policy instrument of the 

EU, had long faced. 

 

The EU’s response was ineffective and incoherent because, when the 

uprising against President Mubarak started, as a think-tank commented, the 

EU “struggled to speak with one voice and use its limited tools” and failed to 

act timely (European Council on Foreign Relations, 2012: 101). There was 

generally more unity in the case of Egypt compared to the case of Libya but, 

still, EU member states had a degree of divergence that prevented them from 

responding quickly after protests against the Mubarak regime had begun in 

January 2011 (ibid.). This chapter will focus on this later but generally there 

were divergent voices among member states. For instance, France, the UK, 

and Germany led the way in condemning violence before other EU member 

states made critical statements after the first week of the uprising. The 

Council was not able to meet right away and the meeting took place only 

after a week. In the meeting, there were disagreements over details, such as 

how to word statements describing sectarian attacks against Christians: an 

issue of contention between EU ministers and the EEAS. When there are 
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such internal divisions in the EU, cooperation with Turkey can become more 

difficult to achieve.    

 

Having established an understanding of the interests at stake for both actors 

in Egypt, this chapter will now focus on the period covering the anti-Mubarak 

uprising leading to the removal of President Morsi as a cooperative 

opportunity and assess to what degree and for what reasons the Turkish 

government cooperated with the EU.  

 

4.2. Turkish Reaction to Anti-Mubarak Uprising on 25 
January 2011 as a Cooperative Opportunity (CO1) 
 

The initial reaction of the Turkish government to the demonstrations starting 

on 25 January can be studied as a cooperative opportunity. When the crisis 

started, the Turkish government, on one hand, felt the need to appear as a 

role-model for the Egyptian people, which for actual foreign policy behaviour 

meant that the government needed to show a degree of support for their 

struggle, while on the other hand, it sought to protect its essential interests 

through waiting to see whether the Mubarak regime was likely to fall. As 

mentioned in the previous section, such behaviour can also be seen across 

cases during the Arab uprisings, which this thesis will address later.  

 

Rationalism better explains the Turkish behaviour of securing strategic 

interests and avoiding costly actions, such as adopting an anti-Mubarak 

outlook right away when the demonstrations began. Turkish decision makers 
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took into consideration Turkish interests, which included protecting Turkish 

assets and evacuating Turkish citizens. Elements of religion and identity were 

present in Turkish foreign policy discourses, but as this analysis will unpack, 

the initial reaction was fundamentally defined by a cost-benefit calculation.   

 

Cooperation with the EU was limited to information exchange and did not 

reach the point of consultation for a number of reasons: First, the EU position 

was finalised very late after the Turkish position had been determined. So, 

while Turkish foreign policy was being made, there was no clear EU position 

to take into account even if Turkish decision makers had reached out to the 

EU to request feedback on their intended actions. This does not necessarily 

mean a complete absence of cooperation. In fact, there was cooperation in 

the sense that the Turkish government informed the EU about its position 

before the EU had a policy. 

 

Second, there is evidence suggesting that there were informal contacts 

between the EEAS and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Turkey (Interviews 

EU02, EU04, EU05, EU06). Specifically, HR Ashton and FM Davutoğlu spoke 

informally in telephone conversations to exchange views. However, there is 

no conclusive evidence from interviews or the document analysis that 

contacts with the EU led to an adjustment of behaviour.  

 

Third, the reason why the EU position was not a major factor in the Turkish 

reaction was because Turkish decision makers saw the US position as 
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decisive in terms of whether the Mubarak regime would fall or not. So, their 

strategy was to wait until the US had taken a critical position against the 

regime, then to adopt a similar stance. This was beneficial for the Turkish 

government because, until the international response had become clearer 

and they could better ascertain whether President Mubarak was going to 

step down, they had time to evacuate a considerable number of Turkish 

citizens in Egypt, these citizens having established their presence over the 

preceding years as a result of the AKP’s policy of developing economic 

interdependence with Egypt.      

 

This analysis also finds that the Turkish government developed a renewed 

interest in a formal framework of foreign policy cooperation and attending 

foreign policy meetings in the EU. It is possible to say that the crisis in Egypt 

was the catalyst for this renewed interest. However, this interest remained a 

proposal: the fact that there was such an interest does not necessarily mean 

that there was a genuine interest in cooperating with the EU but it does 

indicate that there was a failed attempt to develop a stronger and formal 

framework that foresaw more frequent ministerial contacts.   

 

As a result, even though there were contacts, mainly informally, between the 

EU and Turkey, it is hardly possible to say that “consultation” happened. 

There is no evidence that the Turkish side showed an interest in substantial 

cooperation or consultation, which would have required, on the specific issue 

of the resignation of Mubarak and giving support to the opposition, the 
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Turkish government to discuss its position with the EU prior to making a 

public statement and to give the EU the opportunity to comment on its 

intended actions.    

 

The next subsection specifically discusses the formation of the Turkish 

position, identifying key factors that were influential in the substance and the 

timing of the Turkish reaction to the crisis. Then, this analysis will move on to 

address the interactions with the EU in order to assess the degree of 

cooperation.  

 

4.2.1. Formation of Turkish Position 
 
The Turkish position was made public on 1 February, on the eighth day of 

uprising, when the Turkish PM urged the Egyptian President to step aside 

and meet the demands of people. This eight-day period needs to be 

examined to identify factors influential in the making of Turkish policy and 

whether and to what degree there was cooperation with the EU.  

 

It should be noted that when demonstrations spread to Egypt at the start of 

the Arab Spring, the use of neo-Ottoman discourse in Turkish foreign policy 

was at its peak. The Turkish PM was visiting Arab states frequently and 

talked about political and economic unity. Most notably, on 12 January 2011, 

during his visit to Kuwait and Qatar, PM Erdoğan addressed the Arab people 

saying, “we are self-sufficient! If obstacles are removed, the 57 states of 

Islam can become self-sufficient with their production, technology, and 
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brainpower” (Ülsever 2011; Berberoğlu, 2011). When asked he denied 

wanting to be the leader of the Islamic world, but at the same time he led 

integrationist initiatives, such as the Schengen-inspired “Şamgen”,11 which 

was about creating a visa-free zone between Muslim states (Berberoğlu, 

2011). In early January 2011, many commentators (e.g., Ülsever, 2011; 

Yetkin, 2011) criticised the way in which statements made by foreign policy 

makers were based on emphasising shared religion and called pan-Islamist 

claims in Turkish foreign policy “delusion”. Meanwhile, the Turkish media 

was talking about how Turkey’s popularity had increased in Egypt and in the 

Islamic world in general and debating whether Erdoğan could be the “new” 

Gamal Abdel Nasser (Hürriyet, 2010; Bilgenoğlu, 2010; see also Andoni, 

2010). So, it is essential to examine Turkish behaviour with regard to the 

crisis in Egypt in light of these trends and self-perceptions. Overall, although 

there were elements of religion and identity in Turkey’s foreign policy 

discourse towards Egypt, as this analysis will unpack, the Turkish 

government prioritised its fundamental interests in the face of unrest in Cairo. 

Because of the increased engagement with the country, there were a 

considerable number of Turkish citizens and businesses in Egypt that the 

Turkish government wanted to protect from harm when the uprising started.  

 

In the immediate aftermath of the turmoil, Turkey’s primary concern was to 

protect its essential interests as much, and as soon, as possible. These 

interests included the well-being of Turkish citizens and businesses in Egypt. 

                                            
11 This is a word play on Schengen using the word Şam, which is Turkish (and also Arabic: 
ash-Sham) for Damascus, Syria.  
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Turkey’s first response was to ensure the safety of its citizens and evacuation 

was on the top of the agenda. The Turkish government successfully flew 

many Turkish citizens back to Turkey using state-owned Turkish Airlines, 

which was extensively covered by the Turkish media.  

 

For example, stories that were in the national news included the ones about 

25 Turkish nationals taking shelter in a school and a national sports team 

stranded in a hotel in order to avoid violence in Cairo (Hürriyet, 2011a). As an 

official working in the Turkish disaster management agency (AFAD) stated, 

evacuations were one of the main components of the Turkish reaction to the 

uprisings, including the one in Egypt, especially due to the high number of 

Turkish citizens in these zones and they also helped evacuate a number of 

foreigners upon requests by other states (Interview TR06). An EU diplomat in 

Ankara specifically mentioned that the EU was thankful that EU citizens had 

also been evacuated by Turkey on additional charter flights (Interview EU06). 

 

The majority of Turkish citizens had been successfully evacuated by the end 

of January before Turkey had a clearer stance against Mubarak – about 1444 

Turkish citizens had been evacuated by 31 January (Hürriyet, 2011p) – and it 

could be stated that the high number of Turkish citizens involved was one of 

the reasons why it could be costly for the Turkish government to openly 

criticise and upset the Mubarak regime right from the beginning. So, the 

bottom line here is that the Turkish position in the immediate aftermath of the 

unrest was to avoid openly critical statements against the regime.   
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Moreover, the Turkish government showed great concern for Turkish 

economic interests in Egypt. For instance, on 30 January – five days after the 

protests had begun – the Turkish Minister of Economy replied to a question 

on the turmoil expressing his concern that the instability in the region could 

have negative consequences on Turkey and called for stability and 

democracy in the Middle East and North Africa. He underlined that Egypt 

was an “essential economic partner” and that Turkey had 6,553 Turkish firms 

exporting to Egypt and 1,500 Turkish workers as well as showrooms and 

branches of 34 firms in Egypt (Cihan, 2011a). In terms of policy choices, the 

emphasis on stability meant that the Turkish government did not necessarily 

want the regime to change and stayed neutral or made generic expressions 

of concerns about the situation in order to avoid risking relations with the 

existing government; however, when this became untenable and the 

leadership change appeared more likely, the Turkish government promoted a 

smooth transition to what would be mostly likely to become a stable 

government. A day after the statement of the Turkish Minister of Economy, 

PM Erdoğan held a cabinet meeting to ask ministers their views on Egypt 

before unequivocally asking President Mubarak to step down (Gürcanlı, 

2011b) and it is possible to claim that economic concerns were given much 

importance during discussions over the finalisation of the Turkish position.     

 

Another important aspect of the formation of the Turkish position was the 

international response. The Turkish government avoided being openly critical 

of the Egyptian regime in the first week because it wanted to concentrate on 
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the evacuation, until it had a better idea about how the international response 

was going to be shaped. The evacuation was particularly important because 

Turkey had a considerably large number of citizens in Egypt compared to 

many other states, which was also the case with Libya. In the meantime, the 

Turkish government especially waited to see the US response since it had 

been a major ally of the Mubarak regime. 

 

When considering the timing of the Turkish decision (Table 6), it is possible to 

say, as a Turkish journalist (Gürcanlı, 2011b) noted, that Ankara was “silent” 

until the Turkish PM made a clear statement about the crisis on 1 February. 

Both the Turkish PM and FM had strong opinions particularly about Egypt 

and its place in the new Turkish foreign policy; however, they preferred not to 

make any comments for a week. To give a specific example, FM Davutoğlu 

(2011c) did not post a single Tweet on his Twitter page (@Ahmet_Davutoglu) 

during the uprising, although he used Twitter quite often posting a total of 18 

Tweets in the month of January. Similarly, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 

Turkey (@TC_Disisleri) only tweeted updates about the evacuation of Turkish 

citizens during the uprising (MFA, 2011b). When FM Davutoğlu was asked 

about Egypt in the first week of crisis, he refrained from making direct 

statements, giving instead vague answers such as “we are following the 

events closely” and “Egyptian people are brothers” and emphasising that 

Turkey followed the principle of non-interference in domestic affairs (Hürriyet, 

2011o). Therefore, it could be argued that the Turkish government was 

waiting for the right moment to make a clear statement.  
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Table 6: Timeline of events, January – February 2011 
 

Sun Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat 

23 24 25 26 27 28 29 
  Uprising 

starts 
  US position 

starts to 
become 
clearer 

UK, FR, DE 
joint 
declaration 

30 31 1 2 3 4 5 
Obama-
Erdoğan 
telephone 
call 

EU Council 
Meeting  

Turkish 
position 
public  

    

6 7 8 9 10 11 12 
     Mubarak 

resigns 
 

 
   

Since Mubarak was one of the major allies of the US in the Middle East, the 

US position was important not just for Turkey but also for other actors in the 

international arena. Therefore, it is useful to examine the US reaction as well.  

The day the crisis started, US Secretary of State Hilary Clinton “urged all 

sides to refrain from violence” without making a harsh statement (Reuters, 

2011). On 27 January, US Vice President Joe Biden (2011) in a TV interview 

said that Mubarak was an “ally” of the US and that he would not refer to him 

as a “dictator” and disagreed when asked about whether Mubarak should 

step down. On the same day, answering questions during an online town hall 

with YouTube viewers, US President Obama emphasised the need for 

reforms in Egypt noting Egypt’s role as an ally of the US (Raddatz and Wong, 

2011). So, it was somewhat unclear whether or not the US wanted Mubarak 

to resign at this point. 
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The US took a clearer stance on 28 and 29 January by defending the rights 

of protesters and signalling that the crisis in Egypt had passed a “critical 

turning point” (Landler, 2011). At this stage, it was clear that Washington 

supported the demands of the protesters and saw that the status quo in 

Egypt was untenable. The Turkish government, along with many other states, 

was observing the US position since Mubarak was an important ally to the 

US. 

 

Aligning with the US, the big three EU member states, UK, France, and 

Germany made a joint declaration on 29 January urging Mubarak to stop the 

violence and “embark on a process of transformation” (UK Prime Minister’s 

Office, 2011). It became clearer at this point that the EU statement was going 

to be shaped more or less in line with their declaration.  

 

However, it should be stressed that the UK, France, and Germany were the 

first member states to issue such an open statement. Most other EU member 

states were also following a wait-and-see approach and as a result the EU 

position was not clear. In fact, there was no coherent EU position in the first 

week at all. On 27 and 28 January, EU High Representative Ashton released 

statements that did not go beyond a basic iteration of the need to stop 

violence and respect human rights (Ashton, 2011f). She also added that she 

would discuss the situation with her “colleagues in the Foreign Affairs 

Council Meeting on Monday [31 January] in Brussels” (Ashton, 2011g). 

Therefore, it is not possible to talk about an EU position on the weekend of 
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29-30 January, when the Turkish position was finalised and Turkish decision 

makers were getting ready to announce the position in the following days.   

 

On the weekend of 29-30 January, having successfully evacuated a large 

number of citizens from Egypt, which was a concern for Turkish decision 

makers, there was an important telephone conversation between the Turkish 

PM and the US President after which the Turkish government aligned with 

the US position and acted in coordination with the US, even helping US 

citizens escape the conflict zone.  

 

It should also be noted that, at this point, the Turkish government was also 

under public pressure to break its silence, there having been much criticism 

in major newspapers. Critics had questioned the government’s silence, 

especially considering how Turkey had started to engage in Egypt frequently 

using neo-Ottoman discourse. For example, on 30 January, a columnist in 

the popular daily newspaper the Hürriyet asked:  

Doesn’t Turkey have a single word to say? What happened to all the 
talk about ‘we are closely interested in the Ottoman territories’? Ok, 
let’s say Tunisia was far away but what about Egypt? ... The US has this 
much to say about what is going on over here but Turkey has not a 
single word to say, is that so? (Berkan, 2011) 

 

The issue here was not about having “a single word to say” but rather that 

the Turkish decision makers waited to align with the US and observe the 

international reaction before making a statement in order to avoid 

marginalisation.    
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The US President started making telephone calls to leaders around the world 

and called PM Erdoğan on Sunday 30 January (BBC, 2011). It was reported 

that during their lengthy conversation, President Obama asked PM Erdoğan 

to support the idea of a transitional government and that the two leaders 

agreed to cooperate with regard to the situation in Egypt (Hürriyet Daily 

News, 2011b; Hürriyet, 2011r). So, 30 January was the exact date on which 

Turkish decision makers decided how they were going to react to the crisis. 

From this point onwards, Turkey broke its silence over the crisis and followed 

the US lead. Detailing the content of the conversation, a Turkish newspaper, 

the Radikal, reported:  

It was uncertain as to whom Turkey would support in Egypt. Until today, 
Turkey had made general comments talking about the stability of the 
region and the democratic rights of the people of Egypt. It was learned 
that the Turkish government adopted the view that ‘Mubarak needs to 
go’ (Zeyrek, 2011). 

 

On 1 February, the Turkish government made its first clear statement. PM 

Erdoğan openly called Mubarak to step down, urging him to “meet the 

people’s desire for change” (Cihan, 2011b).  

 

The US position was one of the most influential factors in terms of the timing 

of the Turkish position. PM Erdoğan himself stated that their stance had been 

finalised after his conversation with the US President. He said, “I spoke to 

President Obama… and discussed the events in Egypt… He got our views 

and we got his views. It is confirmed with this phone call that we agree that 

the legitimate demands should be met and stability should be restored” 
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(Erdoğan, 2011a). An interviewee at the Middle East section of the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs also pointed to the US position as essential for the timing of 

the public announcement of the Turkish reaction (Interview TR07). Similarly, 

the former Turkish ambassador to the US and MP for the Republican 

People’s Party (CHP), Loğoğlu, also claimed that the EU was absent in the 

decision-making process during the uprising in Egypt and it was mainly the 

US that prompted the Turkish government to take a stance (Interview TR10). 

The way in which the Turkish government directly linked the Turkish position 

to the US position even caused a debate in the domestic arena. For instance, 

the leader of pro-Kurdish BDP, Selahattin Demirtaş, said, “this man 

[Mubarak] has been a dictator for the last 30 years. Erdoğan has waited to 

see the Americans’ [stance] before acting… We had to support the people in 

upheaval against a dictator” (Hürriyet Daily News, 2011b).     

 

It should be pointed out that the US position influenced primarily the timing 

of the public announcement of the Turkish decision. One could say that, in 

terms of the substance of the Turkish position, the Turkish government was 

going to align with the US anyway. In other words, there were other factors 

influential in the making of Turkish foreign policy with regard to the anti-

Mubarak uprising and another important aspect of the policy was the 

position of Israel. To unpack, the Israeli government did not want President 

Mubarak to leave and put pressure on the US to curb criticism (Ravid, 2011). 

As Reuters described, Israel was “shocked” by the US’ insistence on 

supporting the protesters against Mubarak and the US position was 



 

 136 

perceived in Israel as “Obama’s betrayal of his ally Mubarak” (Hamilton, 

2011). At that time, there was still tension between Turkey and Israel over the 

Gaza flotilla raid incident12 which had taken place in 2010. The Turkish 

government was following closely the arguments put forward by the Israelis 

supporting Mubarak and wondering what Obama would decide. According to 

a Turkish journalist, Turkey had concerns before publicly making a statement 

against Mubarak that Washington would listen to Israeli PM Netanyahu and 

curb criticism against Mubarak (Zengin, 2013). Had the US government 

curbed criticism against Mubarak, it would have caused some degree of 

uncertainty about the future of Mubarak, which, therefore, can be seen as 

another reason for the Turkish government to wait for the US position.  

 

The main point here is that when the US preferred a regime change, which 

led to the view in Israel that Obama “betrayed” its ally Mubarak, the Turkish 

government happily concurred. So, the issue was not only about the situation 

in Egypt, but also about the question of whose preferences would prevail in 

the region. By calling for President Mubarak to step down, the Turkish 

government was not only siding with the US but also adopting a counter-

position to Israel. This position was important for the new Turkish foreign 

policy, as it would allow the Turkish government to demonstrate once more 

that it was with the Arab people, advocating what they wanted. Such 

symbolism is important and convenient, considering the way in which the 

Turkish government had started to use neo-Ottoman discourse and the 

                                            
12 An Israeli military operation against civilian ships of the Gaza Freedom Flotilla killed 
Turkish citizens in 2010, resulting in a crisis between Israel and Turkey.    
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notion of brotherhood when talking to Arab nations. Appearing to support 

what the people of Egypt wanted against the preference of Israel meant to 

earn Turkish leadership legitimacy in the Arab world and, considering 

Turkey’s broader goal of appearing as a regional leader in the Middle East, 

this was strategically done.    

 

Moreover, one of the reasons why Israel supported Mubarak was because of 

concern over Islamists taking office in Egypt. This was of concern to Israel 

because of the potentially hostile approach the Egyptian foreign policy could 

have gained especially with regard to conflict in Gaza. The fall of President 

Mubarak meant that the opposition and the Muslim Brotherhood would play 

an important role in Egyptian politics, which had already been foreseen by 

politicians in Turkey (e.g., by the Vice Chairman of the Republican People’s 

Party (CHP) in charge of foreign relations, Osman Korutürk, who underlined 

that this was a real possibility in the speeches that he made before Mubarak 

lost power (Interview TR08)). The potential rise of the Muslim Brotherhood 

was an opportunity for the Turkish government because if it had come to 

power, Turkey would have been able to use discourse based on religion 

more effectively. The Turkish government believed that an Islamist-leaning 

Egypt would be a better ally and supporter of Turkey’s aim of becoming a 

regional power. So, while in principle the Turkish government welcomed 

change in Egypt, it was reluctant to do so as long as it was unclear whether 

there was going to be a change in power, for fear of alienating Mubarak in 

case he retained power. The Turkish government had its own interests at 
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stake with regard to the post-Mubarak era and this is essentially why, when 

the US had a clear stance against Mubarak, and when the international 

reaction was clearly against the regime, the Turkish government happily 

became one of the harshest critics of Mubarak, since this was also in line 

with its interests. In this sense, the US endorsement of “change” did not 

require much adjustment of Turkish preferences but it could be claimed that 

it was influential in the timing of an openly critical Turkish position against 

Mubarak.  

 

The tendency to support the Muslim Brotherhood also explains why the 

Turkey-Egypt relationship had its “golden era” when the Muslim Brotherhood 

was in power after Mubarak. The Turkish government believed that it would 

be able to present itself as a natural “model” for Egypt in the post-Mubarak 

era. In order to give an idea about how Egypt was perceived by the Turkish 

government, for example, the Minister of EU Affairs and Chief Negotiator of 

Turkey, Egemen Bağış, replied to a question on Turkish foreign policy after 

the fall of Mubarak, arguing that Turkey was the “only” model for Egypt and 

pointed to the way in which Erdoğan’s speech against Mubarak had been 

aired live in the Middle East (Interview TR01).  

 

As a result, there are a number of factors one must take into account when 

considering the formation of the Turkish position in the first week of the 

crisis. Overall, it could be claimed that it was a result of a cost benefit 

calculus in terms of the content and the timing of the public announcement 
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of the Turkish position. In order to assess cooperation with the EU in the first 

week and in the subsequent days of the crisis, Turkish interactions with the 

EU need to be examined in depth.   

 

4.2.2. Interactions with the EU 
 

There was potential for cooperation with the EU both before and after the 

public announcement of the Turkish position. The EU did not have a united 

policy when the Turkish position was finalised after consultation with the US. 

However, before the public announcement of Turkish policy on 1 February, 

potential cooperation could have involved the Turkish government informing 

the EU of its intentions with regard to the stance it was about to take. 

Cooperation could also have taken place after the announcement of the 

Turkish position in the second week of the crisis until Mubarak resigned.    

 

There is no specific evidence that the Turkish government informed the EU 

about the position it planned to take before publicly announcing it on 1 

February. The position was then communicated through diplomatic channels 

as soon as it became official Turkish policy (i.e., through communication with 

the EU Delegation in Ankara (Interview EU05)). So, there was at least 

“unilateral information” when the position was public. Again, there was no 

coherent EU position when Turkish decision makers were liaising with the 

US. So, the EU was not in a position to give feedback on the Turkish policy 
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even if it had been asked to do so when the Turkish position was being 

finalised; therefore, “consultation” did not take place.   

 

There is evidence from the interviews with EU diplomats that there were 

frequent informal telephone conversations between the Turkish FM 

Davutoğlu and the EU High Representative Ashton throughout the crisis in 

Egypt, which involved information exchange (Interviews EU04, EU05, EU06). 

So, it is likely that the Turkish position did not catch the EU by surprise when 

it was publicly announced, and that there was informal exchange during the 

crisis until Mubarak left, especially after both the Turkish and EU positions 

had become clearer.  

 

Overall, the interaction can be described as lacking “consultation” because it 

is not possible to say that the Turkish government reached out to the EU to 

seek its feedback. However, the EU was informed about Turkish policy, 

especially after the position had been finalised after the first week of crisis. 

To unpack this point, as previously mentioned, the EU struggled to make a 

statement and the High Representative was heavily criticised for this reason. 

EU ministers were only able to meet on 31 January (on the seventh day of 

crisis) and finally made a statement “recognising the legitimate democratic 

aspirations” of the Egyptian people (European Council, 2011d). In the 

meeting, there were disagreements over how to react, which also slowed the 

EU down. For instance, ministers failed to agree on the condemnation of 

sectarian attacks because of a disagreement over the use of the word 
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“Christian” and the talks ended angrily when Italy accused the High 

Representative of “excessive political correctness” when she refused to 

specify religious groups as victims of attacks over Christmas (Waterfield, 

2011). When the EU finally published a statement about the crisis on 31 

January, the Turkish government had already decided during consultation 

with the US that it would support regime change in Egypt. So, in this case, 

the Turkish position was finalised before the EU was even able to meet and 

comment on the situation. Therefore, consultation with the EU, or adjustment 

of policy after consultation with the EU, was out of question. There is also no 

evidence that the intention of the Turkish government to support regime 

change was specifically communicated to the EU before it was announced.    

 

It could be argued that one of the main reasons why the EU was not seen as 

an actor that the Turkish government wished to consult was due to its 

limitations in acting in a timely or effectively manner, which was also one of 

the points made by the Turkish FM Davutoğlu when criticising the EU during 

the Arab uprisings. In the case of Egypt, there was not much difference in 

terms of the timings of the announcements of positions: it seems that the 

Turkish government was also “late” in taking its position, until prompted by 

the US. However, the important difference here is that the Turkish 

government purposefully waited to take a stance, whereas the EU was 

simply unable to formulate a common position at once. For instance FM 

Davutoğlu criticised the EU in a speech at the London School of Economics, 

in which he referred to the Arab uprisings:  
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If today, at this moment, we were far away from, in an area, let me say 
in Finland, Scandinavia, if there is crisis in any country right now, I got 
information, in one hour latest, I will collect all the information and I will 
make an analysis and I will produce a solution or an approach or a 
policy. Then I will consult with my Prime Minister, with my President by 
phone and in two hours latest we will have a national position regarding 
to this crisis. My plane is waiting in 20-minutes distance, I will take the 
plane, I will land to that country in up to the distance in three-four hours, 
but latest in six-seven hours we will be part of this process. This way or 
the other we will have a position. But if you want to develop a position, 
first all of you will get your national information. Then Brussels will ask 
all of you, ‘what is your national position?’ Each of you will have 
different positions, most probably, at least three or four positions will 
emerge and Brussels tries to bring them together in one policy. If there 
are three-four positions and if you try to make a compromise out of four 
positions, it means you will have a position of no position. Because in 
order to make a compromise you will cut some parts of these policies. 
After three-four days, maybe sometimes a week, you will make a joint 
statement. This time that crisis will be over, another crisis will start 
[Quoted Verbatim] (Davutoğlu, 2013c). 
 
 

There are two contradictions in this statement that are helpful for the analysis 

presented here. First, what FM Davutoğlu said contradicts the Turkish 

behaviour with regard to the anti-Mubarak uprising, since it took more than 

“six-seven hours” for the Turkish government to adopt a position. The 

government was even criticised internally for indecisiveness. This 

contradiction is helpful because it clarifies that the Turkish government 

purposefully waited to announce its position and it was not because of a 

particular indecisiveness or an inability to formulate a position.  
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Second, the statement reveals that the EU is a weak and ineffective actor, as 

far as the Turkish government is concerned. It is sometimes not even seen as 

an actor at all due to its failure to act timely. Therefore, based on a general 

Turkish perspective of the EU, it could be argued that the EU was not an 

actor that the FM Davutoğlu wanted to consult, which applies to not only to 

the crisis in Egypt but also to other case studies in this thesis. With regard to 

the case of anti-Mubarak uprising, this Turkish take on the EU’s role in the 

region could be considered as one of the factors explaining the absence of 

“consultation” with the EU. However, this would be a contradictory 

statement, because if the Turkish government did not see the EU worthy of 

consulting, then why did it, on an institutional level, seek to strengthen 

consultation mechanisms as a result of crises in the region, especially in 

Egypt? 

 

The second point needs unpacking further. When the Arab uprisings started, 

the Turkish government revised its proposal to strengthen foreign policy 

cooperation with the EU (Interviews TR04, TR05, TR09, EU03, EU06). The 

uprising in Egypt demonstrated that the instability had the potential to spread 

across the Middle East, which was one of the main reasons why the Turkish 

government brought up the issue of enhanced foreign policy cooperation in 

meetings with the EU.  

 

A senior Turkish diplomat who was personally involved in EU-Turkey 

negotiations, explained that Turkey had approached the EU for foreign policy 
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coordination shortly after the start of the Arab Spring but that the EU had 

been reluctant. He said:  

We have had consultations [with the EU] on every subject with regard to 
foreign policy but these were very informal because of Cyprus. When 
ministers gather and talk they usually discuss Egypt, Syria and Libya… 
At the beginning of the Arab Spring, I was in Ankara and I was the first 
one to propose it [formal foreign policy cooperation]. I said [to the EU], 
‘let’s do something together’. We were eager; they were not (Interview 
TR09).  

 
The Turkish ambassador to the EU, Selim Yenel explained this at a public 

event in Brussels when discussing foreign policy cooperation with the EU 

regarding the Middle East:  

We [Turkey] have offered the EU to work closely on many occasions. 
We are basically talking to each other at a high level but not as a whole. 
We are talking to Lady Ashton but we would like to have the whole of 
the 27 working with us and I think that would be more influential or have 
some backbone to it [Quoted Verbatim] (Yenel, 2012).  

 

Marc Pierini, who was the EU ambassador in Ankara at the start of the Arab 

Spring shed more light on the content of Turkey’s proposal to work closely: 

“The idea was we would draw up a list of countries in Africa where it would 

be good to coordinate then we would exchange views and cooperate on 

Libya, Egypt, and Tunisia” (Interview EU03). 

 

To see an example of how this interest is reflected in official documents and 

to make an assessment of why there was such an interest from the Turkish 
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side, the foreign policy section of Davutoğlu’s statement at the 49th Meeting 

of the Turkey-EU Association Council, which gathered on 19 April 2011, is 

useful to examine. Davutoğlu’s speech both explains Turkey’s motivation and 

demonstrates that Turkey was eager to develop closer foreign policy 

cooperation. He explained the need for enhanced foreign policy cooperation 

in the following way: 

The EU has to be strategically relevant, economically competitive and 
culturally inclusive to be a global player and to cope with the future 
challenges in a strong position. In this respect, Turkey’s accession will 
be an added value rather than being a burden to the EU [Quoted 
Verbatim] (Davutoğlu, 2011b).  
 

He did not neglect to emphasise that Turkey would contribute to EU foreign 

policy. This is crucial in the sense that he used this point with regard to 

Turkey’s accession when building his argument about how useful foreign 

policy cooperation would be, because it shows that the Turkish government 

wanted to use foreign policy cooperation to strengthen its hand with regard 

to the accession process and ultimately to prove to the EU that it would be a 

reliable member. In other words, Davutoğlu was not only talking about 

foreign policy but also trying to sell the EU on the idea that Turkey should 

become a member state. He continued:  

We believe that, given our shared objectives for common 
neighbourhood and beyond, Turkey and the EU have so much to gain 
from closer cooperation and coordination in foreign policy. In particular, 
Turkey’s increasing soft power assets in a wide geography converges 
with and complements those of the EU to benefit all [Quoted Verbatim] 
(Davutoğlu, 2011b). 
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Here, he reveals Turkey’s primary motivation, which concerned increasing 

their influence in the region. Ambassador Yenel also put this emphasis on 

soft power during his speech. He stated that on many occasions Turkey had 

reached out to the EU for cooperation: 

[Turkey] offered them [the EU], let’s work together. We [Turkey] have 
limit to our own soft power. There is a limit to our influence and I am 
sure there is a limit to the EU’s influence as well but we do have 
comparative advantages and if we can work together, we can achieve 
much more and we can do it in a very soft way [Quoted Verbatim] 
(Yenel, 2012).  

Therefore, there was a frequent emphasis on working together in order to 

increase soft power. 

 

While talking about the Gymnich meetings that FM Davutoğlu attended, an 

EU diplomat claimed that EU ministers felt Davutoğlu spoke like a lecturer 

with the attitude of “we know the region the best and therefore Turkey is a 

valuable partner” (Interview EU05). The lecturing tone was obviously not 

welcomed but what is important here is that the overall argument was based 

on the idea that cooperation was needed to increase soft power in the 

region. In other words, the Turkish government was asking for cooperation to 

increase its influence. Therefore, Turkey’s motivation when talking about 

foreign policy cooperation was to maximise its influence in the region, and 

while doing that, Turkey also wanted to use the opportunity to prove to the 

EU that it was a valuable ally who should be accepted as a member, not only 

for Turkey’s good but also for the EU’s good.  
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After claiming that Turkey would contribute to EU foreign policy at the 49th 

Meeting of the Turkey-EU Association Council, Davutoğlu (2011b) moved on 

to the main point of the proposal, which included his participation in Council 

meetings:  

It was with this understanding that I have put forward certain proposals 
to enhance Turkey-EU strategic dialogue during the first Turkey-EU 
Political Dialogue Meeting in Istanbul on 13 July 2010. These proposals 
included my participation in relevant Foreign Affairs Councils at ad hoc 
basis for consultations on regional and international issues of mutual 
concern. Since then we have been waiting for concrete steps to be 
taken [Quoted Verbatim]. 

 

Then, he continued on talking about how the uprisings during the Arab 

Spring could have been an opportunity for cooperation. What actually 

happened was that, as the EU Ambassador at the time Pierini explained, 

Turkey renewed its proposals to establish foreign policy coordination after 

the start of the Arab Spring (Interview EU03). So, Turkey was interested in 

closer foreign policy cooperation even before the Arab Spring, which 

confirms the argument that Turkey’s primary motivation was in line with its 

new objective of increasing its soft power in the Middle East. In the face of 

the Arab Spring and the reshuffling of power in the region, this interest 

intensified, which explains why this issue was a major item in Davutoğlu’s 

speech.     
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Why it was an unsuccessful initiative, or a proposal, is a different issue. For 

Pierini, it was mainly the Ministry of Foreign Affairs bureaucracy who wanted 

cooperation but it did not sit well with the political leadership (Interview 

EU03). One could also say that such an initiative could never have been 

implemented anyway because of the potential Cyprus veto. The important 

point here is not why it failed; it is the Turkish attitude to cooperation, which 

also explains the nature of interaction during the anti-Mubarak crisis.   

 

The Turkish proposal for enhanced cooperation was a strategic response to 

the uprisings, especially after the turmoil started to spread following the 

unrest against Mubarak. The fact that the Turkish government had a renewed 

interest in coordination after the start of uprisings indicates that it wanted to 

increase its influence in the region while leading the EU’s foreign policy. 

Therefore, rationalism better explains the Turkish attitude towards 

cooperation, as the renewed interest was caused by increasing turbulence 

and the need to be more effective in the region rather than norms of 

appropriate behaviour regarding cooperation.    

 

The Turkish government saw the uprisings, especially starting from the anti-

Mubarak uprising, as an opportunity to prove to the EU that it was a valuable 

asset and that it could help EU foreign policy to be more effective, which was 

essentially one of the main reasons why Turkish decision makers repeatedly 

underlined that the EU was weak and that Turkey had a lot to offer. If they 

had been involved in the EU foreign policy decision-making mechanisms 
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they could have had the chance to shape and contribute to EU decisions. If 

the EU had turned down such contributions, then they could have had the 

chance to hold the EU responsible for the failure. Either way, it was beneficial 

for the Turkish government to propose enhanced cooperation with the EU at 

the beginning of uprisings, and shortly after the fall of Mubarak.      

 

As a result, it is possible to say that there was no genuine will to coordinate, 

even though there was a Turkish proposal that foresaw frequent 

consultations between Turkish and EU ministers. This also explains why 

there was an absence of substantial cooperation during the unrest against 

Mubarak, which would have involved the Turkish government specifically 

informing and consulting the EU before and after the announcement of the 

Turkish position.     

 

As a conclusion, examining the interaction between the EU and Turkey 

during this cooperative opportunity, it could be claimed that “consultation” 

did not take place. However, there is evidence that there was informal 

information exchange, which indicates that there was at least “unilateral 

information”. A rationalist approach has more explanatory potential, not only 

in terms of the content and timing of the Turkish position against the 

Mubarak regime but also considering the general Turkish attitude to 

cooperation during the crisis. 
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4.3. Conclusion 
 

This chapter has examined the Turkish reaction to the uprising against the 

Mubarak regime as a cooperative opportunity. It has discussed the Turkish 

and EU interests at stake in Egypt – both general interests and interests 

specific to the cooperative opportunity in hand. The analysis presented here 

will also be useful when this thesis examines cooperative opportunities in 

post-revolution Egypt.  

 

The empirical investigation first focused on the formation of the Turkish 

position against the Mubarak regime, analysing contributing factors in the 

timing and the substance of Turkish policy. The main factors influential in the 

Turkish decision-making process were Turkey’s substantial interests in 

Egypt, including its citizens in the conflict zone, and the US position 

regarding the Mubarak regime.  

 

Criticising the Mubarak regime and supporting the opposition right away 

would have been costly actions. There was uncertainty about whether 

Mubarak would leave or retain power. Turkish decision makers wanted to 

wait for the international reaction to become clearer, especially the US 

reaction, before supporting the opposition, which was in line with their 

interests.  

 

The Turkish decision to give support to democratic change was finalised on 

the weekend of 29-30 January after a telephone conversation with US 
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President Obama. Consultation with the US, who had a clearer position, 

prompted the public announcement of the Turkish position. Arguably, the 

main reason to support the US position was because at that time it was 

clearer that Mubarak would not be able to retain office without US backing. 

The US specifically influenced the timing of the Turkish decision but not so 

much the substance of it, since supporting the opposition that was led by the 

Muslim Brotherhood was already in line with the interests of the Turkish 

government.    

 

Considering the Turkish preference formation, it is possible to say that the 

reaction was based on a cost-benefit calculation. Specifically, the Turkish 

government avoided costly actions, which would have been criticising the 

Mubarak regime and supporting the opposition too quickly while there was 

uncertainty about the uprising.  

 

The second part of the empirical analysis presented here focused on Turkish 

interactions with the EU to assess the degree of cooperation and identify 

underlying reasons for any such cooperation. The EU and the Turkish 

government, especially the EU HR and the Turkish FM held informal talks 

during the course of the Egyptian uprising, which suggests that there was an 

exchange of views.  

 

The EU position was not clear when the Turkish government formulated its 

reaction, which is one of the main reasons why there was no consultation. 
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Moreover, the Turkish government considered the EU to be an incapable 

actor and did not prefer reaching out to the EU in order to specifically inform 

or consult about the position that it was planning to take. The Turkish 

position, once it was finalised and announced, was communicated to the EU. 

So, there was at least “unilateral information” and possibly information 

exchange that involved the EU presenting its take, once it was formed. It is 

hardly possible to say that there was “consultation” but, based on the fact 

that there were informal telephone conversations between HR Ashton and 

FM Davutoğlu, it can be argued that the Turkish position did not catch the 

EU by surprise.  

 

Another essential finding is that the Turkish government renewed its proposal 

for closer foreign policy cooperation with the EU at the start of the uprising, 

especially when the Turkish decision makers thought that the instability was 

likely to spread after the fall of Mubarak. So, the uprising against Mubarak 

triggered a strategic response to deal with the rising instability in the region. 

Although there was a proposal to seek consultation with the EU, it is not 

possible to claim that there was a genuine will to cooperate. It was beneficial 

for the Turkish government to propose more institutionalisation of foreign 

policy cooperation because Turkish decision makers were trying to sell the 

idea that Turkey was an asset to the EU that could make it more effective. 

The Turkish attitude to foreign policy cooperation with the EU at the time also 

explains the absence of “consultation” or “coordination” during the anti-

Mubarak uprising, which would have involved the Turkish government 
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reaching out to the EU and discussing its policy both before and after the 

public announcement of the Turkish position.  

 

As for the specific factors determining the costs and benefits of cooperation 

with the EU, it can be claimed that Turkish decision makers prioritised long-

term economic gains through seeking to establish good relations with post-

Mubarak Egypt and supporting the opposition, which had a potential to 

become a strategic supporter of the Turkish government on regional issues. 

Once it had become clear that Mubarak had lost US support, which made it 

unlikely that he would retain power, supporting the opposition was 

immediately beneficial; however, achieving having a higher degree of 

cooperation with the EU, such as “co-decision” or “consultation”, was not a 

priority.   

 

As a result, it is possible to say that the interaction during the CO can be 

described as lacking “consultation”. However, there was at least “unilateral 

information”, which means that, on the spectrum (Figure 1), the relationship 

was between the “unilateral information” and “consultation” points.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 
Turkey’s Foreign Policy Cooperation 
with the EU during the Libyan 
Revolution of 2011  
 
	

Following the anti-government protests on 15 February 2011, hundreds of 

protesters clashed with police and government supporters in Libya’s second 

largest city, Benghazi. Shortly thereafter, violence escalated and spread to 

other cities in Libya, triggering a civil war between forces loyal to Colonel 

Muammar Gaddafi and those seeking to oust his government. On 22 

February, Gaddafi said he would fight “to his last drop of blood” to remain in 

power and denounced the anti-regime protesters as “rats” and 

“mercenaries” working to foreign agendas. On 26 February, the United 

Nations Security Council (UNSC) adopted Resolution 1970 condemning the 

violence against civilians and demanding an immediate end to the violence. 

On 17 March, the UNSC passed Resolution 1973, authorising a no-fly zone 

and “all necessary measures” to enforce it to protect civilians. Within days, 

NATO forces intervened. On 20 October, Gaddafi was killed and regime 

change followed.  

 

This chapter discusses the interests of the EU and Turkey in Libya and their 

responses to the crisis, clarifies the question around potential cooperation, 

and analyses Turkey’s interaction with the EU regarding specific cooperative 

opportunities (COs) in order to assess why and to what degree there was 
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cooperation. The COs analysed in this chapter are Turkey’s decision to be 

critical of, and to introduce restrictive measures against, the Gaddafi regime 

after 1 March (CO2), Turkey’s decision to initiate an evacuation operation by 

sea on 20 February (CO3), and Turkey’s decision to support and participate 

in the NATO intervention, Operation Unified Protector, 23 March – 31 

October (CO4). Table 5 summarises the Turkish actions regarding specific 

COs and outcomes in terms of cooperation. Unilateral action took place 

especially when the Turkish government needed to act promptly regarding 

the evacuation, which is the main difference across COs in terms of 

outcome.  

	

Table 5: COs during the Libyan uprising 

	 Turkish 
government 
preference 

Turkish 
government 
action 

EU 
preference 

Outcome in 
terms of 
cooperation 

CO2: Initial 
Turkish 
reaction 

Ensuring the 
safety of Turkish 
assets in Libya 
without damaging 
relations with 
Gaddafi too 
much 

Avoidance of 
harsh criticism 
against the 
Gaddafi regime 

Harsh criticism 
and sanctions 
against the 
Gaddafi 
regime 

Information 
exchange 
despite 
divergence of 
views 

CO3: 
Evacuation 
of citizens 

Taking all 
necessary steps 
to ensure the 
evacuation of 
Turkish citizens, 
including asking 
Gaddafi for 
favours 

Evacuation 
operation by 
sea 

Evacuation 
operations by 
the EU and 
individual 
member states 

Unilateral 
information. EU 
nationals 
evacuated by 
Turkey upon 
request by 
individual 
member states 

CO4: 
Intervention 
in Libya 

Initially strong 
opposition, then 
support for NATO 
intervention. A 
desire to be a 
part of the 
inevitable 
international 
action  

Eventual 
support and 
participation in 
NATO 
intervention 

Support for 
NATO allies 

Turkish action 
influenced by 
international 
developments. 
Foreign policy 
dialogue at 
informational 
stage 
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The main question around potential cooperation for the EU and Turkey was 

how to react to the Gaddafi regime, including to its repression of protests 

and to the issue of whether to support the opposition. As will be discussed in 

the analyses of the COs, the Turkish government faced questions of when to 

criticise the regime, what measures to take and how to respond to the 

opposition movements.  

 

This chapter finds that Turkey’s cooperation with the EU slightly varied 

across these issues but did not go far beyond the “unilateral information” 

point. There was a difference in the way in which EU and Turkish officials 

reacted to the crisis, especially at the very beginning. The EU harshly 

criticised the Gaddafi regime and imposed sanctions. The Turkish 

government wanted to remain friendly with Gaddafi, even referring to any 

foreign intervention as an act of imperialism. Despite the differences of views, 

there was a continuous exchange of information between EU and Turkish 

officials regarding the developments. These exchanges allowed the two sides 

to develop a better understanding of each other’s positions. 

 

As was the case in the previous chapter, rationalism better explains the 

behaviour of the Turkish government for each CO, because achieving a 

higher level of cooperation with the EU would not have led to significant 

benefits. In fact, the internal divisions in the EU made it seem like an 

incapable and an unreliable actor, which made cooperation even more 

difficult. As for the specific factors that were influential on the Turkish 
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positions, Turkish decision makers sought to establish good relations with 

the post-uprising Libya for strategic reasons. In addition, high politics and 

security concerns were particularly important in terms of shaping Turkish 

reactions. 

 

5.1. Interests and Reactions 
 
 
A discussion of the approaches of Turkey and the EU in the face of the 

uprising is useful for the assessment of their cooperation. First, this section 

discusses the Turkish preferences and approach, focusing on the way in 

which the initial Turkish response was based on finding a balance between 

standing up for the Libyan people and protecting strategic interests in Libya 

through refraining from antagonising Colonel Gaddafi. In terms of policy 

choices, this meant that the Turkish government was not critical of the 

regime until criticism was not seen to be a costly action anymore. When the 

costs decreased after the evacuation of Turkish citizens, and after the 

international community was clearly against the Gaddafi regime, Turkish 

decision makers started to voice criticism (specifically after 1 February 2011). 

Then, this section moves on to identify the priorities as well the shortcomings 

of the EU policy, focusing on the EU preferences with regard to Libya and 

finds that the EU prioritised its strategic interests, including energy 

resources. This analysis highlights the differences of views between the EU 

and Turkey, and implications for potential cooperation. 
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5.1.1. Turkish Preferences  
 
The Turkish government saw the Gaddafi regime as a strategic partner prior 

to the Arab Spring.  The reaction of the Turkish government to the uprisings 

in the Arab world showed an “ethics versus self-interest dilemma” (Öniş, 

2012: 416), which involved finding a delicate balance between supporting 

reform movements and protecting strategic interests (see also The 

Economist, 2012; Cebeci and Üstün, 2012: 16-17; Tocci et al., 2011). This 

dilemma can especially be seen in the reaction of the Turkish government to 

the crisis in Libya. The Turkish policy towards the region in the AKP era prior 

to the Arab Spring had two prominent dimensions: an economic dimension, 

with policy aimed at fostering transnational trade and economic 

interdependence; and a cultural dimension, based on cultural affinity and 

Muslim fraternity, with policy aimed at promoting closer political ties (Öniş, 

2012: 46). Stronger ties with Libya were consistent with the idea of a “new” 

Turkish foreign policy. Libya was a former Ottoman province, a strategic ally 

in North Africa for Turkey to develop its newly formed policy in Africa, and an 

important trade partner in the Mediterranean.   

 

In Turkey-Libya relations, since Libya gained independence, there was a long 

period of indifference until PM Turgut Özal visited Libya in an attempt to 

develop ties in the 1980s. Other attempts to form ties with Libya came from 

PM Tansu Çiller (1993-1996) and from PM Necmettin Erbakan (1996-1997), 

whose idea of building close relations with Islamic states led him to include 
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Libya in his Africa tour. However, Gaddafi did not respond to Turkey’s 

invitations for a reciprocal visit.  

 

In the AKP era (after 2002), which also corresponds to the period in which 

Libya normalised its relations with the West and discontinued its nuclear 

program, relations were greatly improved, especially after PM Erdoğan’s key 

visit to Tripoli in November 2009. During his visit, Turkey and Libya mutually 

lifted visa requirements and signed numerous agreements in various fields, 

including investment, agriculture, and transportation. The Turkish minister 

responsible for foreign trade at the time underlined that 85 per cent of the 

undertakings of Turkish construction and infrastructure companies in Africa 

(amounting to USD 21 billion) were in Libya (Hürriyet, 2009). Furthermore, the 

visit coincided with Eid al-Adha13. When mentioning that lifting visas was an 

important step in developing closer economic ties, PM Erdoğan pointed out 

that “Turkey [had] lifted visas with Syria in Eid al-Fitr and with Libya in Eid al-

Adha” (Sabah, 2009). This is an example of how religious references were 

used in bilateral relations to enhance political relations. The PM also stressed 

that Turkey saw Libya as a “vital partner” for the “Africa opening” policy of 

Turkey as well as for the Turkish counterterrorism policy and mentioned that 

the “friendship and brotherhood between Libya and Turkey had a unique 

characteristic” (ibid.). This shows how the notion that Libya was a “brother” 

state to Turkey was being used in political discourse. Moreover, it was 

reported that, in his tent, Colonel Gaddafi told PM Erdoğan that he 

                                            
13 The second of two religious holidays celebrated by the Muslim world, the other being Eid 
al-Fitr. 
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appreciated Turkish foreign policy especially after PM Erdoğan had stormed 

out of a heated debate on the Gaza war with Israel’s President Shimon Peres 

at the Davos forum on 29 January 2009 (ibid.). 

 

Bilateral relations continued to improve rapidly in 2010 too. In November 

2010, a few months before the start of the crisis in Libya, Colonel Gaddafi 

invited PM Erdoğan to the EU-African Union Summit in Tripoli as an 

“honorary guest”. It was reported that PM Erdoğan was initially not in the 

group picture but after Colonel Gaddafi’s gesture of goodwill, he was 

included in the photo with other world leaders (Şenyüz, 2010). In his visit, 

Erdoğan was given the “Al-Gaddafi International Prize for Human Rights”. 

During his speech, PM Erdoğan claimed that the Turkey-Libya partnership 

was “exemplary” and stressed that by mutually lifting visas between Libya 

and Turkey, they had “ended the hundred years of longing 14  between 

nations” (Haberturk, 2010).  

 

It is therefore possible to claim that the Turkish policy towards Libya in the 

AKP era prior to the onset of crisis in February 2011 consisted of two 

fundamental aspects. First, there was an economic aspect based on mutual 

gains from building closer economic relations. Turkish companies, especially 

construction and infrastructure companies, played an important role in this 

area. Second, there was a cultural aspect that was used to maintain good 

                                            
14 The word choice is interesting here. The precise Turkish word used was “hasret”, denoting 
emotional suffering due to wanting someone or something but not being able to reunite with 
them or it (e.g., it is popularly used in the compound “sıla hasreti”, literally “home longing” 
meaning “homesickness” in Turkish). So, there was a sense that the yearning and suffering 
were over and the peoples of Turkey and Libya had reunited. 
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political ties that complemented the improvement of economic relations. The 

cultural aspect was based on shared Ottoman history and Muslim culture. As 

Gaddafi spelled out in relation to the Davos incident, he appreciated that 

under the AKP, Turkish foreign policy favoured Muslim states over old allies, 

such as Israel. In other words, the cultural aspect worked as a glue – it aimed 

to maintain good political relations so that mutually beneficial economic 

interdependence could continue to develop. As a result of this 

rapprochement, thousands of Turks went to Libya to work and live and these 

two fundamental aspects of Turkish policy were the main reasons why so 

many Turkish citizens were stranded when the crisis started, which will be 

discussed in depth later on. 

 

It should be stressed here that the rapprochement was strategic in nature in 

line with the “zero problems with neighbours” policy of the AKP government. 

In other words, there was a general interest in Libya as a former Ottoman 

territory and interests were not tied to the specific person of Gaddafi as 

much as they had been to Morsi and the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, 

which this thesis will discuss later. This means that support for Gaddafi might 

therefore have resulted from a desire to avoid uncertainty, but had less of an 

ideological/cultural underpinning than was the case in Egypt.  

 

The function of this section on interests is to assess whether cooperation 

was particularly costly. Similarly to the EU, the Turkish government saw the 

Gaddafi regime as an important strategic partner and had vital interests at 
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stake in maintaining a close relationship. Yet, in contrast to the EU, the 

Turkish government had fewer concerns about Gaddafi’s human rights 

record. As will be discussed, PM Erdoğan even refused to talk about the fact 

that he had received the “Al-Gaddafi International Prize for Human Rights” 

when there was a public debate in Turkey about whether or not he should 

return the prize. 

 

Essentially, the Turkish government had established a close relationship with 

the Gaddafi regime, presumably closer than the EU-Libya relationship, and 

had strong strategic and economic interests in Libya. Moreover, the 

relationship was one of the success stories of the new Turkish foreign policy 

and the regime was seen as a supporter of the Turkish government in 

regional affairs. What ultimately made a difference was that it was difficult for 

the Turkish government to let go of its relationship with the Libyan regime 

without being certain that it was going to fall. A discussion of Turkish 

interests is especially helpful when seeking to understand the initial approach 

of the Turkish government in the face of unrest in Libya. The main question 

around potential cooperation for the EU and Turkey was how to respond to 

the Gaddafi regime. Specifically, because the strategic value of relations with 

Libya was high, the Turkish government paused before joining those, 

including the EU, who harshly criticised the Gaddafi regime and imposed 

sanctions. 
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When the crisis began, Turkish policy makers showed a certain degree of 

reluctance to criticise the Gaddafi regime, preferring to avoid any statements 

on the grounds that what was going in Libya was a domestic issue. The 

Turkish government did not align itself with those who imposed sanctions, 

including the EU, which was the main policy divergence from the EU and will 

be discussed in detail later. Then, there was a change from reluctant 

involvement towards vocal criticism of Gaddafi, which was very similar to the 

initial reaction of the Turkish government to the uprising in Syria.  

	

There were two prominent turning points that need to be mentioned in the 

Turkish reaction until alignment with the international community. As Efegil 

(2012) mentions, the Turkish government had more than one turning point 

and these were due to changing circumstances. The first one was in the 

period from the start of the conflict until the end of February (15-28 

February). In this period, Turkish policy makers were reluctant to engage in 

the conflict and avoided statements against Gaddafi. They had a chance to 

impose sanctions and call for Gaddafi’s resignation; however, they chose not 

to intervene in the “domestic affairs” of Libya, continued to talk to Gaddafi 

(Erdoğan stated on 24 February that he had talked to Gaddafi on the 

telephone three times since the crisis had started) and opposed discussing 

sanctions or intervention altogether (Sabah, 2011c). The first turning point 

was at the end of February when the Turkish government adopted a critical 

stance, advising Gaddafi on what to do, expressing concerns over the 

situation, and calling for an end to the violence. However, it was still reluctant 
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regarding any possible military intervention, while, at that point, the issue was 

under discussion by actors in the international arena. 

The second turning point was when Turkey changed its position on 

intervention and started supporting NATO involvement. As the European 

Commission (2011b: 107) highlighted in Turkey’s Progress Report, “Turkey 

eventually agreed to support NATO's command of operations for the 

enforcement of UNSC Resolutions 1970 and 1973 on Libya” [emphasis 

added]. After participating in the NATO intervention, the Turkish government 

aligned itself with the international community until the end of the crisis. This 

was a dramatic change of policy because the Turkish PM had previously 

opposed any intervention in Libya and had accused states discussing 

intervention of imperialism.  

 

Having considered the reaction of Turkey to the uprising, as well as their 

strategic interests in Libya, the next subsection examines the EU interests 

and preferences, and highlights the areas in which there was a significant 

policy divergence between Turkey and the EU.  

 

5.1.2. EU Preferences 
 
Over the course of the Libyan uprising, the EU received sharp criticism 

regarding its response to the crisis in Libya on the grounds that it was too 

slow, too weak, too divided, and essentially incoherent (see e.g., Koenig, 

2011: 11-30; The Economist, 2011; McNamara, 2011). This was mainly due 

to divergent opinions among major EU members, such as Germany 
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disagreeing with the UK and France over the critical issues of the no-fly zone 

and the recognition of insurgents (e.g., Germany decided to abstain from 

voting on UN Security Council Resolution 1973 authorising a no-fly zone). 

The EU’s incapability to act in a timely and effectively manner, especially at a 

time when the US looked to its European partners to take the lead, led 

observers to mark the effective end of the Common Security and Defence 

Policy (CSDP), and of course the Common Foreign and Security Policy 

(CFSP), of which the CSDP formed a part (Menon, 2011: 76). An anonymous 

EU diplomat even declared that the “CFSP died in Libya – we just have to 

pick a sand dune under which we can bury it” (Atlantic Council, 2011). A lot 

has been written on why the EU did not live up to expectations and what that 

means for the EU’s aspiration to be a global actor (Menon, 2011). The 

important point for this analysis is that there was not a clear or strong “EU 

position” but divergence across member states, which also had implications 

for the possibility of cooperation of Turkey with the EU. 

 

Despite its internal problems, the EU managed to employ a wide range of 

crisis management tools in response to the situation, including diplomatic 

tools, humanitarian assistance, and restrictive measures against the Gaddafi 

family. For example, the first EU response came on 20 February: High 

Representative Catherine Ashton issued a statement saying that the Union 

was “extremely concerned by the events unfolding in Libya” (Ashton, 2011h) 

and urged the authorities to stop the violence. On 11 March, the European 

Council declared that the Gaddafi government had lost its legitimacy and 
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recognised the National Transitional Council of Libya (NTC) as a transitional 

government, urging Gaddafi to step down (European Council, 2011b). On 22 

May, the European External Action Service (EEAS, 2011b) opened a liaison 

office in Benghazi in order to support the democratic transition.     

 

What is important for the analysis here of cooperation between Turkey and 

the EU is the strategic importance of Libya for the EU so that we can have an 

idea of the EU interests at stake in the Libyan crisis. In other words, the EU 

needed Turkish cooperation much more than Turkey needed the EU’s. 

Moreover, Libya was more important for the EU than Egypt since Libya was 

not only an ally of the EU in the region after the normalisation of relations but 

also a source for the EU’s energy needs, on which this analysis will 

elaborate. Therefore, it is particularly important to examine EU-Libya relations 

prior to the uprising too.  

 

It is possible to claim that the Libyan regime was an important ally for the EU 

in three main areas: energy, counterterrorism, and fighting illegal migration. 

As a reorientation of foreign policy after Libya had been subject to isolation 

and sanctions as a sponsor of terrorism, Colonel Gaddafi signed trade deals 

and friendship treaties with various European leaders throughout the 2000s 

and was able to present himself as a valuable partner in fighting terrorism 

and illegal migration. Particularly, Libya’s decision to abort its nuclear 

program in 2003 boosted its relations with the EU. In 2005, the Council of 

Ministers initiated “dialogue and cooperation with Libya on migration issues” 
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as a “priority work” and concluded with a decision to work on the EU-Libya 

Action Plan (European Council, 2005). Libya was described as a 

“fundamental energy exporter to the EU” and the EU started to negotiate a 

Framework Agreement in November 2008 with the aim of including a Free 

Trade Agreement covering trade in goods dominated by gas and oil 

(European Commission, 2013). As one commentator highlighted, towards the 

end of the 2000s, Libya became “one of the most rated prospective partners 

in Mediterranean Africa – a key energy supplier, an indispensable migrant 

gate-keeper, a huge trading partner, an important ally in the global ‘war on 

terrorism’, and a good interlocutor for improving EU-Africa dialogue as well” 

(Gioanna, 2010: 2). 

 

However, there was one problem. The country was still a dictatorship with a 

poor human rights record. Human Rights Watch (2008) welcomed the 

strengthening of EU-Libya relations but stipulated “not at the expense of 

human rights”. Scholars criticised the EU on the grounds that the relationship 

did not put human rights and democracy at the forefront (see e.g., Zoubir, 

2009), even though the promotion of human rights and democracy were two 

fundamental aims of the European Neigbourhood Policy (ENP), which 

covered Libya. Other commentators (e.g., Koenig, 2011; Zoubir, 2009) have 

criticised the EU on the grounds that it was merely trying to satisfy member 

states’ energy and migration concerns. A particular example to point to the 

way in which the Gaddafi regime had become a strategic partner for the EU 

is Colonel Gaddafi’s visit to Italy in 2009. He was given a red carpet welcome 
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in Italy (which is, along with Malta, affected the most from illegal migration 

coming into the EU from Africa) and the top item on the agenda was 

strengthening partnership on the issue of tackling illegal migration.  

 

To sum up, leaving aside the normative questions raised by having a close 

relationship with an authoritarian country, what could be claimed about the 

EU’s strategic interests in Libya was that there were three fundamental 

aspects of the relationship that concerned Brussels particularly. First, Libya 

had energy resources that the EU needed. Second, having close relations 

with the Libyan regime provided an opportunity for the EU to address the 

issue of illegal migrants more effectively. And third, Libya was a strategic ally 

in the region who could boost the EU’s capability regarding counterterrorism 

and influence in regional matters.  

 

Fundamentally, both Turkey and the EU saw Libya as a strategic partner and 

had an interest in the restoration of stability in Libya. However, when the 

crisis began, they did not react in a similar way, as the next section will 

discuss in detail. The way in which there were internal divisions in the EU 

particularly made cooperation difficult. In the next section, the Turkish 

behaviour regarding particular COs will be examined in depth and the 

interactions between the Turkish government and the EU will be analysed in 

order to assess why and to what extent there was cooperation. The empirical 

analysis in the next section will draw on the interests and reactions 

discussed in this section. 
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5.2. Initial Turkish Reaction to the Violence and 
Turkish Decision to Support the Opposition in Libya 
on 1 March  (CO2) 
 

After the crisis had started, there was a possibility for cooperation regarding 

how to react to the uprising, particularly how to respond to the Gaddafi 

regime. Despite the divergence of views between the Turkish government 

and the EU, there was continuous communication on the matter, which 

allowed a mutual understanding of each other’s policy. Following a 

discussion of the nature of divergence and the motivations of Turkey’s initial 

behaviour, the interactions between the EU and the Turkish government are 

examined to assess the extent to which there was cooperation. 

 

At the start of the crisis in mid-February, there was a clear distinction in the 

way in which Turkey and the EU reacted. This distinction can be seen 

particularly with regard to the issue of sanctions against the Gaddafi regime. 

Turkey was extremely reluctant to take any action that would jeopardise its 

relations with the Gaddafi regime; whereas, the EU was determined to 

impose restrictive measures and cut its relations with the regime right away. 

Even though their reactions were different, there was a clear line of 

communication between the EU and the Turkish government, especially 

through informal ministerial dialogue, and this would suggest both the EU 

and the Turkish government were keeping each other informed about their 

positions.  
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Specifically, following the violence, the EU harshly criticised the Libyan 

government but the Turkish government refrained from using language that 

Turkish decision makers thought would upset Gaddafi. What constrained the 

Turkish government was the large number of Turkish citizens inside Libya 

and the possibility that they might be harmed if Turkey took sides against 

Gaddafi. So, the main driver of the initial Turkish behaviour, and essentially 

what led to the divergence from the EU on the matter, was the Turkish 

government’s fear that it could be drawn into a serious crisis, in the event 

that large numbers of Turkish citizens could become stranded, lost, or killed 

in the violence. Indeed, this concern was only a part of the story because 

holding back criticism was in line with the Turkish government’s interests and 

Turkish decision makers preferred to see the events as internal affairs of 

Libya. So, to a certain degree, the concern for Turkish citizens in Libya can 

also be regarded as a convenient and legitimate cover up in the domestic 

arena until it was clearer whether Gaddafi could retain power. 

 

The Turkish government viewed the possibility that Turkish citizens might be 

harmed as an important security issue in two ways. First, it was a security 

issue because it had the potential to draw Turkey directly into the conflict. 

Second, the Turkish government was concerned that, if anything were to 

happen to Turkish citizens in Libya, it would put the government in an 

undesirable position in the domestic political arena; whereas, if they could 

repatriate Turkish nationals safely, they might take credit for successful crisis 
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management. So, the issue of Turkish citizens could also be seen as a matter 

of political survival for decision makers.  

 

Essentially, openly criticising the regime right away would have been costly. 

Stepping back and observing the situation was preferable, at least until there 

was no danger for Turkish citizens and it was clearer whether Gaddafi could 

hold power. Therefore, the safe evacuation of Turkish citizens was prioritised 

before any comments that could risk relations with Gaddafi were made. 

 

Another contributing factor to Turkish behaviour was resistance from the 

“zero problems with neighbours” policy. Similar to the case of Syria, Turkish 

policy makers had developed close ties with the Gaddafi regime, consistent 

with their understanding of the “new” Turkish foreign policy, and they did not 

wish to turn against the regime unless absolutely necessary. They did not 

want to cut relations and let the strategic relationship that they had built go 

to waste, so to speak, right away. Moreover, the “zero problems with 

neighbours” policy had the ambition to make Turkey influential as a rising 

soft power in the region, and Turkish policy makers even believed they had 

the potential to play a mediating role in the uprisings, which was especially 

evident in the case of Syria. It was undesirable to openly criticise the regime 

and abandon this policy straight away and it would have been costly to cut 

all ties with a strategic partner. Instead, staying disengaged while observing 

the international reaction in order to make a better judgement about how to 

respond to the crisis was a more convenient action. To put it simply, the 



 

 172 

large number of Turkish nationals in Libya was the main determinant of the 

Turkish behaviour, but it should also be pointed out that Turkish decision 

makers were not initially keen to criticise Gaddafi because they saw their new 

alliance with Gaddafi as a success story of their new foreign policy. 

 

Moreover, in order to appear friendly to Gaddafi before the evacuation of 

Turkish citizens, Turkish officials strongly opposed the idea of foreign 

intervention and sanctions. Some of them even played the anti-Western card, 

dismissing intervention as an act of imperialism, and tried to appeal to the 

anti-imperialist sentiments of the Libyan authorities (e.g., the Turkish PM 

himself implied that the West was making plans to capture Libya’s oil 

resources (Erdoğan, 2011d)). 

 
The Turkish government adopted a more critical approach and imposed 

sanctions, although it had concerns over their consequences for the Turkish 

economy, when the evacuation operation was being finalised, which will be 

the main focus of the next section (Table 7). Throughout the crisis, there were 

talks with the EU involving foreign policy matters and, as will be discussed in 

more detail shortly, they were up-to-date with about each other’s policy, 

which indicates that it is unlikely that the Turkish position caught the EU by 

surprise.  
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Table 7: Timeline of events showing the U-turn in Turkish position in February 2011 
 

Sun Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat 

13 14 15 16 17 18 19 
  Uprising 

starts in 
Libya 

   Turkey 
avoids 
criticism 
and starts 
evacuation 

20 21 22 23 24 25 26 
 Erdoğan-

Gaddafi 
telephone 
calls 

EU 
discusses 
sanctions 

EU 
introduces 
measures 

  UNSCR 
1970/2011 

27 28 1 2 3 4 5 
 Further EU 

sanctions 
Evacuation 
completed, 
U-turn in 
Turkish 
policy 

    

	

To elaborate, the primary Turkish concern was the fact that there was a mass 

of Turkish citizens in Libya (amounting to 25,000 people - more than the 

number many other states had). On the fifth day of the uprising (19 February), 

during his trip to India, when asked about the crisis in Libya, FM Davutoğlu 

stated that Turkish citizens were very “dense” in Libya, and Turkey was 

preparing to act to ensure their well-being, which made it clear that the 

evacuation of Turkish citizens was going to be the top priority of the Turkish 

government (Zaman, 2011b).  

 

Another important point about Davutoğlu’s statement in India was that he 

made it clear that he was in touch with the EU regarding the crisis. He 

specifically mentioned that during his visit he had had a number of telephone 

conversations, one of which was with the EU High Representative and he 

revealed that he was going to meet with her, upon her request, to discuss 
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developments in Libya (ibid.). This is an important piece of information 

because it indicates that there was communication with the EU in the area of 

foreign policy and specifically on the matter of Libya during the period when 

the Turkish government was preparing its response. When asked to 

elaborate on foreign policy dialogue with Turkey, the Turkey advisor of the 

EU High Representative confirmed that the High Representative and 

Davutoğlu were frequently in touch in formal and informal settings to 

exchange views during the Libyan crisis (Interview EU04). Davutoğlu’s 

statement indicates that there was at least information exchange when the 

Turkish government was formulating its policy. 

 

On the fifth day of the uprising, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Turkey was 

alarmed by reports of Turkish construction sites being looted by opposition 

groups in Libya. The Turkish minister in charge of trade expressed his 

concerns about the looting, while the Ministry of Foreign Affairs declared that 

two planes were on their way to airlift Turkish citizens to safety (Aktan, 2011). 

The first plane landed in Istanbul on 20 February with 287 Turkish citizens 

who claimed they had had “no safety” in Libya (Hürriyet, 2011m; 2011n). 

After this point, the government became increasingly concerned about how 

the violence would affect Turkish citizens. Moreover, after such a public 

statement, the government felt that it was imperative that they evacuate 

Turkish citizens first before proceeding with any openly critical action, such 

as imposing sanctions. According to a political officer at the EU Delegation in 
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Ankara, this was not a position openly communicated to the EU (Interview 

EU02). 

 

The reluctance of the Turkish government to be critical came at the expense 

of the government’s image because it appeared to be protecting the Gaddafi 

regime. However, the government continued to refrain from using a harsh 

language. Notably, on 21 February, the Turkish PM stated that he had no 

intention of giving back the “Al-Gaddafi International Prize for Human Rights” 

that he had received earlier in November 2010. He attracted wide criticism in 

Turkey especially from the leader of the opposition, who criticised his silence 

(Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, 2011). The main criticism, and the main question, 

was why Turkish decision makers were disengaged and avoiding open 

statements about Libya. The Prime Minister’s office issued a statement 

saying that the prize was not going to be returned but more importantly, the 

PM accused the opposition leader of being “irresponsible” for bringing up the 

prize and criticising the government (Işık and Tutcalı, 2011). His precise 

words once again show that the main reason why the government avoided 

criticising Gaddafi was the large number of Turkish citizens in Libya at the 

time. The PM stated:  

If you ask how many Turkish citizens live in Libya, he [the opposition 
leader] wouldn’t know. He doesn’t know about Turkish investments 
there… But only to criticise the AKP, he can go so far as to undermine 
the security of [Turkish] citizens… Today we have a minimum of 25 
thousand citizens and over 200 businessmen there (Euractiv, 2011b). 
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Whether or not to return the prize had symbolic value and the questions 

around the prize also prompted a clearer response from the government from 

which to work out the Turkish position with regard to the Gaddafi regime. 

Clearly, the controversy showed once again that the avoidance of criticising 

Gaddafi was about the Turkish citizens and assets in Libya. Also, due to the 

controversy around the prize, it was clear that the Turkish government, as of 

21 February (the seventh day of the uprising), had not been openly critical of 

the Libyan regime.  

 

In fact, Turkish decision makers continued to make statements appearing 

friendly to Gaddafi. For instance, the FM stated (on 21 February, the seventh 

day of the crisis) that Turkey did not want a civil war in Libya, without a word 

directed at Gaddafi (Sabah, 2011b). The minister responsible for foreign trade 

emphasised that Turkey and Libya had a “close friendship”, but at the same 

time underlined that Turkey’s “primary expectation and request” from Libya 

was to ensure the safety of Turkish citizens in Libya (Hürriyet, 2011d). The 

minister also added that there was “no need for too much panic” because 

there was no harm had been done to Turkish citizens at that time. However, 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs established a crisis centre for Turkish citizens 

as a precaution (Hürriyet, 2011l). At least until the evacuation was complete, 

the Gaddafi regime was not to be upset.  

 

Again, on the seventh day of the crisis, there were voices in the Gaddafi 

government claiming that Turkish citizens were involved in groups who were 
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planning the anti-Gaddafi demonstrations in order to serve foreign agendas. 

It was even reported by Libyan national news agencies that some Turkish 

citizens were being held under arrest because of their connections to “Zionist 

groups” (Lüle, 2011a). The Turkish government was alarmed again not just 

because of these rumours but also because Turkish planes were unable to 

land. The Turkish PM made two telephone calls to Gaddafi on 21 February. It 

was reported that Gaddafi promised to help with the problems of Turkish 

citizens in Libya and that the following conversation took place between the 

two: 

Erdoğan: What’s going on with the turmoil? 
Gaddafi: Nothing important. There are some opposition groups but the 
people support me.  
Erdoğan: There is a problem in Benghazi. Our planes cannot land.  
Gaddafi: Send your planes. There is no problem (Lüle, 2011a; Sabah, 
2011a). 

 

Meanwhile, the Turkish media focused on the silence of the Turkish 

government regarding the Gaddafi regime. A Turkish journalist who travelled 

with the Turkish FM on 21 February observed: 

Inevitably, we began to talk about Libya. Minister Davutoğlu deliberately 
avoids making a political statement but underlines only one thing: ‘our 
utmost priority is the safety of our citizens’… Despite all our efforts, we 
cannot make the Minister talk. The message of ‘listen to the voices 
coming from streets’ that both Erdoğan and Davutoğlu previously sent 
to the Mubarak regime somehow does not come from the government 
for Libya… In Egypt, there were 2,000 Turkish citizens but the number 
is 25,000 in Libya. Turkey fears that its citizens will be targeted in the 
event that it sends a political message. To our questions about why 
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Turkey is so silent, all we can get is the answer: ‘the Arab world is not 
one, the situation in every country is different’. To sum up, for now, the 
government will remain silent for its citizens. The political attitude will 
only be shown after the evacuations are complete (Gürcanlı, 2011a). 

A day later, on 22 February, the question of why Turkey was silent was also 

directed at the Turkish President, who made similar remarks to the FM and 

specifically underlined that Turkey’s priority was to ensure the safety of its 

citizens in Libya while avoiding any criticism of Gaddafi (Hürriyet, 2011k). 

 

There was no mention from the Turkish government of sanctions or 

intervention, while these were, at this point, being discussed between EU 

member states. For instance, on the EU side, on the same day (22 February, 

the eight day of the crisis), there was a Council of Foreign Ministers meeting 

in Brussels and the Council strongly “condemned the ongoing repression 

against demonstrators in Libya” (European Council, 2011c: 2). It was 

reported that during the heated debate the Finnish foreign minister clearly 

pushed the EU to impose sanctions against the Libyan regime (Phillips 2011), 

which was well-founded especially after the UN Security Council had urged 

“the Government of Libya to meet its responsibility to protect its population” 

on 22 February (UN Security Council, 2011). 

 

The Turkish government was still fully occupied with the evacuation of 

Turkish citizens, particularly because they were alarmed by the remarks of 

the Turkish consul general in Benghazi, who said that the lives of the 

remaining Turkish citizens were in danger and that there was an “urgent” 
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need to speed up the evacuation (Hürriyet, 2011e). It was shortly thereafter 

reported on 22 February that approximately 4,000 Turkish citizens were 

stranded without enough food or water, having taken refuge in a hangar near 

Benghazi (Lüle, 2011b).  

 

So, at this point in time, the priority for the Turkish government was the 

evacuation operation and, as mentioned earlier, it was not so keen to criticise 

Gaddafi anyway because the Turkish decision makers preferred stability over 

regime change. It was still not clear whether Gaddafi could retain power and 

it was less costly for the Turkish government to keep the line of 

communication open with him so that the Turkish PM could talk to him in 

case Turkish planes and ships needed the assistance of the Libyan 

government.    

 

On 23 February (the ninth day of the crisis), welcoming the statement of the 

UNSC, the EU issued a statement condemning the “repression against 

peaceful demonstrators” and “brutal mass violations of human rights” and 

declared that it had decided to “suspend negotiations with Libya on the EU-

Libya Framework Agreement” (Ashton, 2011e). The EU invited the Turkish 

government to join the EU statement and to introduce restrictive measures 

against the Libyan regime but the Turkish government turned these down. 

The EU noted that it was “ready to take further measures” and called on the 

government of Libya to meet its responsibility to protect its population (ibid.). 
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When the EU was making such critical statements against the Gaddafi 

regime, the Turkish government kept its silence.  

 

It is important to clarify how the process regarding EU statements worked at 

this stage. The Turkish government was invited to join the EU statement; 

however, it refused to do so. A political officer at the EU Delegation in Ankara 

explained the interaction during that period: “The [EU] delegation was 

constantly in touch with the MFA and Turkish officials. We received 

instructions from our capital, Brussels, to explain our policy to Turkey and to 

try to get them on board” (Interview EU02). So, mainly through the 

delegation, the EU side explained its policy and, following the procedure, 

invited the Turkish government to declare its alignment with a statement that 

read: “We strongly condemn the violence and use of force against civilians 

and deplore the repression against peaceful demonstrators”, stressing that 

“those responsible for the brutal aggression and violence against civilians will 

be held to account” (Ashton, 2011e). 

 

However, the invitation to join the EU statement was a “take-it-or-leave-it” 

offer because the Turkish side could not comment on the decision since it 

was not officially a part of the decision-making mechanism. As the 

interviewee clarified, “Once the EU statement is approved, you accept it as it 

is or you don’t accept it. There is no room for consultation or compromise” 

(Interview EU02). Also, through the delegation, EU officials were receiving 

information about the Turkish position (ibid.). Therefore, the nature of 
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interaction involved information exchange, as both sides kept abreast of 

each other’s views, but also an absence of much discussion.  

   

Similarly, when the EU declared its sanctions, the Turkish side was still 

hesitant to be critical of the Gaddafi regime and refused to join the EU 

statements. On 28 February (the 14th day of the crisis), the EU adopted “a 

decision implementing the UN Security Council Resolution on Libya of 26 

February (UNSCR 1970/2011)” and imposed “additional restrictive measures 

against those responsible for the violent crackdown on the civilian 

population” (European Council, 2011e). Specifically, these measures 

included an arms embargo and targeted sanctions against the Gaddafi family 

and top officials. When the EU’s decision was announced, the EU High 

Representative was in Geneva for the Human Rights Council meeting and 

she met foreign ministers around the world including the US Secretary of 

State Clinton to discuss the situation in Libya, especially the issue of the no-

fly zone (Quinn, 2011). The general consensus of the meeting was that 

“Gaddafi must go” (ibid.). The Turkish FM was also in the meeting and it was 

indicated in his program that he had attended bilateral meetings with his 

counterparts, including the EU High Representative (Hürriyet, 2011f). In his 

speech at the Council meeting, the Turkish FM refrained from using critical 

statements about Gaddafi; instead, he said, “We cannot and should not 

dictate our own solutions to these countries. As in every democratic system, 

these countries must find their own solutions, based on their people’s will” 

(Davutoğlu, 2011a). He hinted at Turkey’s reluctance to support any foreign 
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intervention in Libya, which also meant that Turkey would not support a 

possible NATO action at that point in time. There was a bilateral meeting 

between the EU and the Turkish government in Geneva; so, there was 

information exchange. Yet, ultimately, the Turkish government again did not 

align itself with the restrictive measures imposed by the EU. 

 

Instead of supporting or aligning with the EU, the Turkish PM openly 

opposed sanctions and intervention, pointing to the potential harm they 

could have for the Libyan people. He said:  

We are concerned in the name of the Libyan people that sanctions and 
intervention are being discussed regarding the events in Libya… 
Peoples should not pay for the wrong doings of administrations…all 
sanctions and measures might have unacceptable consequences 
(Erdoğan, 2011d). 

His remarks indicate that there was a clear divergence between the EU and 

Turkish positions. However, it is also possible to say that Turkish and EU 

officials were meeting both in international and bilateral settings and 

exchanging information about each other’s policy quite frequently.  

 

While sanctions and intervention were being discussed in the international 

arena, the Turkish decision makers were aware that Gaddafi expected them 

to be on his side and to oppose such actions. As Gaddafi’s chief of security 

at the time revealed after the uprising, Gaddafi resented the Turkish PM and 

felt “abandoned” by him (Hürriyet Daily News, 2011a) when there was a U-

turn in Turkish policy in favour of sanctions and intervention after the 
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evacuation of Turkish citizens was over. The Turkish government was well 

aware that Gaddafi wanted and expected them to refuse support for talks on 

sanctions or intervention and that is what they did at the time.  

 

In fact, Turkish decision makers even appealed to the anti-Western 

sentiments in the Gaddafi government in order to make it absolutely clear 

that they did not support any action against the regime. Notably, the remarks 

of Turkish PM on 28 February is the prime example of how the Turkish 

government opposed the idea of intervention:  

Should NATO intervene in Libya? Could there be such absurdity? What 
business does NATO have in Libya? … Look, we, as Turkey, are against 
this, such a thing cannot be discussed, cannot be thought (Erdoğan, 
2011d).  

His statement also had an anti-imperialist flavour because he not only 

opposed intervention but also implicitly accused Western states of using 

intervention as a way to capture Libya’s oil resources: 

Libya belongs to Libyans… They should determine their own future. 
Nobody else. No one should make calculations about oil wells in those 
countries. That is the problem. If we are going to talk about fundamental 
freedoms in order to give advice, let’s talk about that but let’s not make 
calculations about the oil there (ibid.). 

 

The Turkish government at that point was still worried about the remaining 

Turkish citizens in Libya and it could be claimed that one of the fundamental 

reasons why the Turkish PM vehemently opposed NATO intervention on that 

day, as also pointed out by a Turkish broadcaster (Zengin, 2013: 70), was 
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because an intervention meant that the thousands of remaining Turkish 

citizens in Libya who were waiting to be evacuated would be under NATO 

bombardment. It would have been costly to have supported intervention at 

that time. So, the government preferred to appear as a friend to Gaddafi in 

order to make sure the evacuation was safely completed.   

 

In terms of cooperation with the EU, it is possible to say that the way in 

which the Turkish PM spoke out so strongly about the intervention was not 

much of a surprise to the EU, because EU and Turkish officials were regularly 

in touch, sharing their policies with each other. The policies indeed clearly 

diverged. Having already imposed restrictive measures, EU states were 

discussing intervention to end the violence; whereas, the Turkish government 

not only strongly opposed the idea of imposing punitive measures but also 

appeared as a friend to the Gaddafi regime. However, it is important for the 

analysis presented here that the EU and the Turkish government were in 

touch and were able to keep each other informed. It indicates that there was 

at least “unilateral information”. The Turkish government did not specifically 

seek the EU’s feedback on its policy in the form of consultation or inform the 

EU about the stance it was going to take beforehand, however, the EU was 

briefed about the policies of the Turkish government and the Turkish 

government was up-to-date about the EU’s policy.  

 

When the evacuation was complete on 1 March, there was a dramatic 

change in Turkish policy. The Turkish government took a critical stance and 
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started considering measures against the Libyan regime. The finalisation of 

the evacuation was a major relief for the government and after that point, the 

costs of being critical of Gaddafi decreased. The Turkish PM clearly stated 

that the Turkish government had remained silent because they were afraid 

Gaddafi would hurt Turkish citizens in Libya causing a political crisis in 

Turkey. He said: 

Some give advice to us asking why we don’t say anything against 
Gaddafi. We are not running a tribe here. We manage Turkey with 74 
million people. How would I be supposed to pay the price if one of my 
30 thousand citizens there had gotten killed? (Sabah, 2011d) 

 

It should also be pointed out that the concern for Turkish citizens might also 

have been, to some extent, a cover or a convenient excuse in the domestic 

arena to delay expressing criticism of Gaddafi. As mentioned before, the 

Turkish government preferred stability to regime change and thereby 

appeared close to Gaddafi until they were convinced that the regime was 

going to fall. So, although concern for Turkish citizens seems to have been a 

main driver, since the Turkish rhetoric dramatically changed as a result of the 

finalisation of evacuation, the words of the Turkish PM should not be taken at 

face value. It could also be claimed that around this time, it was more likely 

that an international intervention would take place, which meant that it was 

less likely that Gaddafi would be able to retain power.   

 

On the day the evacuation was completed, it was reported that the Turkish 

PM called Gaddafi and Gaddafi’s son. The content of the conversation was 
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revealed to the public later on (on 20 March) by the Turkish PM. In response 

to a question, the Turkish PM claimed Gaddafi must leave and detailed his 

conversation: 

Gaddafi contradicts himself. He said, ‘I don’t lead Libya with an official 
duty’. What the one who does not lead Libya officially must have done 
was to hand over Libya to the ones who had an official duty to lead 
Libya. I told this to him and to his son. I said, ‘This must be done’. I 
said, ‘From now on, you must respect the will of the people and this 
must end immediately’. Unfortunately, we have come to this point. This 
conversation I had is dated 1 March. Unfortunately, we didn’t succeed 
(Erdoğan, 2011b). 

 

So, on the day the evacuation was over, the Turkish PM started to make 

critical statements for the first time and even urged Gaddafi to step down to 

respect the will of the Libyan people. As there were no Turkish citizens left 

and the international response was hardening against the Libyan regime, 

there was little reason to appear to support Gaddafi. To put it another way, 

from this point onwards, the deterioration of the relationship with Gaddafi 

was not so much a concern. 

 

A critical approach was adopted and sanctions were considered. Turkish 

officials had previously said that they opposed even the discussion of 

sanctions, pointing to the way in which Libyan people might suffer as a 

consequence. After 1 March, Turkish officials started to advocate sanctions 

saying there was a need to introduce sanctions but to do so with special care 

so that Libyan people would not suffer. For instance, the spokesperson of 
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the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Turkey claimed that they wanted “a solution 

that would ensure the legitimate demands of the Libyan people” and urged 

international actors to use sanctions carefully so that they would not harm 

the population in Libya (MFA, 2011a). Therefore, the government, which had 

not made open comments before, officially declared that the demands of the 

protesters were “legitimate” and that Gaddafi should listen to them. 

 

Also, the government started to base its criticism on the UNSC decision 

(Resolution 1970). It was mentioned that Turkey would support and 

implement the measures specified by the UNSC (Erdoğan, 2011c). When the 

UNSC decision was made, the Turkish PM opposed the decision, accusing 

states of making calculations about Libya’s oil resources (Euractiv, 2011a). At 

that time, the Turkish government did not want to take sides against the 

Gaddafi regime and wanted to appear friendly to Gaddafi because of the 

presence of Turkish citizens in Libya. However, the costs of being critical of 

Gaddafi decreased after the evacuation was complete and it was clearer that 

Gaddafi was losing power, so the Turkish government eventually aligned with 

the broader international community.  

 

The policy of the Turkish government was praised in Turkey because the 

evacuation operation was presented as a heroic act to save thousands of 

Turks that needed help in Libya. Commentators wrote that because of the 

“success” of Turkish foreign policy over the last decade, Erdoğan was able 

to talk to Gaddafi, unlike other world leaders, and carry out this exceptionally 
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successful evacuation in a way that the whole world envied. For instance, a 

columnist in Today’s Zaman, praised the Turkish government, especially the 

PM, for being able to personally call Gaddafi to request help when there was 

an issue to do with arranging flights that would take Turkish citizens from 

Libya (Yanatma, 2011). This again points to the way in which the government 

policy was based on prioritising strategy, mainly the evacuation, and it was 

not motivated by norms or identity.  

 

The timing of the U-turn in Turkish policy signifies that the evacuation was 

one of the main factors causing divergence from the EU, which means that 

rationalism better explains the motivation of Turkish behaviour based on 

costs and benefits of action. However, this divergence does not necessarily 

explain the degree of cooperation since, as mentioned previously, 

cooperation can take place in the absence of convergence too.  

 

In terms of the specific factors determining costs and benefits of cooperation 

with the EU, it can be claimed that the urgency of action, the fact that the 

evacuation was a security matter, and the differences of views between 

Turkey and the EU particularly increased the costs of cooperation. As a 

result, achieving a higher degree of cooperation, such as “co-decision” or 

“consultation”, would have been highly costly. However, this does not mean 

that cooperation did not take place at all.  

Based on the empirical evidence, it is possible to conclude that EU and 

Turkish officials were regularly in contact both before and after the public 
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announcement of the Turkish position on 1 March that criticised Gaddafi for 

the first time. They exchanged information about their policies, both in formal 

contexts (e.g., delegation or working groups exchanging information) and in 

informal contexts (e.g., telephone conversations between the Turkish FM and 

the EU High Representative).  

 

There is no conclusive evidence that the Turkish government contacted the 

EU to discuss any of its policies or to request any form of feedback, which 

would mean that “consultation” did not take place, although there were 

contacts between officials. In fact, there is evidence that the EU wanted to 

reach out to the Turkish side regarding Libya. This was the case when the EU 

High Representative telephoned the Turkish FM to talk on regional 

developments including Libya when he was in India on 19 February. 

 

In addition, the EU invited the Turkish government to join its statements, but 

the Turkish government, due to the reasons discussed, turned it down. In this 

process, both the Turkish government was informed about the EU position 

and the EU was informed about the Turkish stance, mainly through the EU 

delegation in Ankara, which is again important for this analysis since it means 

that they were up-to-date on each other’s stance. 

 

As a conclusion, it could be claimed that there was at least “unilateral 

information” and presumably some consultation from time to time to the 

extent that the EU was able to provide its feedback on the Turkish position in 
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conversations with the Turkish government. Overall, the interaction was 

closer to the “unilateral information” point than “consultation”.  

	

5.3. Turkish Decision to Initiate Evacuation Operation 
by Sea on 20 February (CO3) 
 

The previous CO looked at the initial Turkish reaction leading to the Turkish 

decision to take a critical stance against the Gaddafi government. There was 

another opportunity for cooperation with regard to the evacuation of citizens 

from Libya. Specifically, potential cooperation had to do with the extent to 

which consultations with the EU took place in the planning and execution of 

the evacuation operation and its aftermath. The relationship during this CO 

corresponds to the “unilateral information” point because the flow of 

information was rather one way, in the sense that the Turkish government 

informed the EU of its intentions and then proceeded with actions without 

much discussion or exchange of views. 

 

Indeed, Turkey was not officially a part of the EU crisis management 

mechanisms since it was not a member. Yet, evacuation was not only an 

important issue for Turkey but also a key area in which the EU member 

states cooperated, as their citizens were also stranded in Libya. Therefore, 

there was a mutual concern about evacuating people from Libya, which 

provided a shared context in which coordination could have taken place. 
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What happened was that the Turkish government immediately began its 

evacuation before the EU could even decide on an action. Unilateral action 

was preferable for the Turkish government because, due to the large number 

of Turkish citizens in Libya and the rapid escalation of violence, they were 

working against time to remove people from the conflict zone.  

 

Cooperation took place on a bilateral basis with individual EU states in the 

sense that the Turkish government helped the evacuation of a number of EU 

citizens upon requests from individual member states. There is no evidence 

that the Turkish government specifically offered help to EU member states; 

but it helped those requesting help, which was particularly welcomed by the 

EU (Interview EU06). It was reported that Germany, France, UK, Italy, and 

Sweden were among the EU member states who formally requested help 

from the Turkish government (Zaman, 2011a). For example, the Bulgarian PM 

publicly stated that the evacuation of Bulgarian citizens from Benghazi was 

only possible by sea, and for that, he requested Turkey’s help (ibid.). In this 

case, the safe evacuation of Bulgarian citizens was achieved via bilateral 

coordination, in the sense that the Bulgarian and Turkish governments jointly 

made sure Bulgarians were safely transferred to Bulgaria.  

 

The Turkish government informed the EU about its position and the EU was 

kept up-to-date about Turkish actions. A counsellor at the EU Delegation in 

Ankara noted that they were thankful to the Turkish government for helping 

EU nationals (Interview EU02). Similarly, the Turkey advisor of the High 
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Representative stated that the Turkish response in terms of the evacuation 

was “impressive” and claimed that the Turkish government was able to 

mobilise resources in a way that was actually harder for some member states 

because the Turkish government owned airlines and civil vessels and was 

able to mobilise them quickly, whereas some member states’ airlines or civil 

vessels did not have any government connections at all (Interview EU04). By 

26 February, the number of foreigners, including EU citizens, evacuated by 

Turkey was 579, on top of some 14,000 Turkish nationals (Milliyet, 2011). 

 

It should be noted that the Turkish government helped foreigners on request 

from more than 40 states and these states happened to include some EU 

member states (Milliyet, 2011). So, it was done on a bilateral basis. It could 

be possible to say that, to some degree, there was coordination with 

individual states that the Turkish government helped since there needed to 

be some kind of agreement and understanding about the logistics of the 

operation, for example with regard to how to arrange the return of foreigners 

after they had arrived in Turkey. Nevertheless, the Turkish government did 

not offer help to the EU as a body and it acted without having conducted any 

discussion with the EU (Interviews EU02 and EU05). Therefore, “unilateral 

information” took place instead of “consultation” or “coordination”.  

 

Foreigners evacuated by Turkey included citizens of EU member states, but 

it is hardly possible to say that the Turkish government adjusted its behaviour 

to accommodate requests from EU member states. The evacuation operation 
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was already taking place specifically for Turkish citizens, and after requests 

for help, foreigners were also taken aboard. There is no evidence that the 

Turkish government adjusted itself to accommodate the preferences of EU 

member states, or put much effort into coordinating evacuation operations 

with EU member states, or carried out its operation in any other way than the 

way it had planned. 

 

It should be pointed out that there was no formal mechanism through which 

the Turkish government and the EU could talk on crisis management issues. 

Turkey, at that time, did not participate in the EU’s civil protection and crisis 

response mechanisms, namely the EU Emergency Response Coordination 

Centre (at the time of crisis in Libya it was called “Monitoring Information 

Centre”, MIC) located in the Commission’s DG for humanitarian aid and crisis 

response (DG ECHO), even though other non-EU states, such as Iceland, 

Norway, the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (FYROM), and 

Lichtenstein, participated. 

 

According to the Head of the International Cooperation Department at DG 

ECHO, the issue of evacuation was more in the domain of member states 

rather than the EU and the EU assistance in the area of consular affairs and 

evacuation of EU citizens was only of a supporting character, taking place 

only and when requested by member states (Interview EU08). The 

interviewee also explained that “in the case of Libya, EU member states were 

conducting their own evacuation activities, similar to what Turkey was doing 
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for its citizens, and the MIC was using member states’ expertise and 

experience” (ibid.). In other words, the EU’s role was to assist member states 

carrying out evacuation operations, some of which had requested Turkey’s 

help, and the EU assistance to member states was coordinated through MIC 

in DG ECHO.   

 

If Turkey had participated in the EU civil protection mechanism, it would have 

been formally involved in the exchange of information and the coordinated 

emergency response. However, the Turkish government refrained from 

participating in the mechanism and relied solely on its own crisis 

management apparatus, namely AFAD. According to a DG ECHO 

representative in Ankara, the primary concerns on the Turkish side were that 

they were not sure if it would really benefit them and, most importantly, the 

Turkish government was not comfortable having no voting rights in the 

mechanism (Interview EU09). Basically, according to the interviewee, the EU 

had requested that Turkey join for years but the Turkish response had been, 

“we don’t want to be a part of any new organisation or coordination 

mechanism geared by Europeans if we don’t have equal rights” (ibid.). For 

this reason, during the crisis in Libya, and particularly during the evacuation 

operation, there was no contact between the Turkish emergency 

management authority and the MIC located in the European Commission 

(Interviews EU03, EU05, EU08, and EU09). To put it another way, the Turkish 

government chose not to participate in an institutional platform in which it 

could have consultations with the EU prior to action. 
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The Turkish attitude to participating in the civil protection mechanism needs 

to be underlined here. Had norms of cooperation or a coordination reflex 

come into play, we would have seen an inclination towards achieving 

coordination. After all, as mentioned before, on numerous occasions the 

Turkish government voiced a desire for closer cooperation with the EU 

involving more institutionalisation, and pointed to the Cyprus problem as an 

obstacle to cooperation. However, here in this example, the Turkish 

government turned down participating in a platform that would have involved 

consultation with the EU, claiming that it would be costly to be involved when 

they did not have voting rights.      

 

It should also be noted that the Turkish government changed its mind and 

decided to participate as of May 2015. According to an interviewee working 

for DG ECHO, the new commissioner, who had a good a relationship with 

Turkish officials, was able to reassure the Turkish government that voting 

rights were of little importance and the Turkish government agreed to 

participate after seeing that Norway had participated without having had any 

problems without voting rights (Interview EU09). This does make a difference 

to cooperation. It means that presumably more “consultation” has taken 

place since May 2015 and it is a move towards having more cooperation in 

terms of crisis management. However, it also shows that the Turkish 

approach to participating in the mechanism was not based on norms of 

appropriate behaviour and such, but on the costs and benefits of 

participation. Any implication that this has for the future of cooperation is 
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another question. The key issue here is that at the time of this CO the Turkish 

concern was that participating would be a costly action, which would 

indicate that rationalism better explains the absence of “consultation” at that 

time.   

	

Table 8: Timeline of events for the evacuation operations of Turkey and the EU, March 2011 
	

Sun Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat 

13 14 15 16 17 18 19 
  Uprising 

starts in 
Libya 

   Turkey 
starts 
evacuation 

20 21 22 23 24 25 26 
 Erdoğan-

Gaddafi 
telephone 
calls. 
Turkish 
fleet set 
sail. 

 MIC started 
working on 
evacuation 
thinking 
about sea 
route 

   

	

Another important point about this CO is that presumably the Turkish 

decision to use the sea route for evacuation set an example for the EU to 

follow. Table 8 shows the timeline of events, showing the evacuation 

operations of Turkey and the EU. Immediately after Turkish citizens were at 

risk, the Turkish response was to send planes for evacuation on 19 February 

but due to the escalation of violence the planes were unable to land and 

Turkish decision makers needed to find alternative ways to get people out of 

Libya, which could have been a reason for cooperation with EU member 

states to be cost efficient. The problem with the planes was also why the 

Turkish PM made a personal telephone call to Gaddafi on 21 February as 
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mentioned earlier in this chapter. Although Gaddafi responded positively to 

helping Turkish planes, Turkish decision makers thought sending planes was 

not the best strategy anymore. After a crisis meeting in the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs in Ankara, it was decided to send ships accompanied by a 

frigate (NTV, 2011a). So, by 21 February, the Turkish government had 

decided to go about the operation using the sea route and the fleet set sail. 

 

EU member states also individually worked on evacuating their citizens. For 

instance, France, Germany and Italy sent charter planes, whereas the UK 

sent ships and frigates, as Turkey had done, for evacuation (Donadio and 

Arsu, 2011). Meanwhile, the EU was preparing an action plan for the 

evacuation of EU citizens. On 23 February, the EU commissioner for aid and 

crisis response, stated, “Thousands of EU citizens are struggling to evacuate 

from Libya under extremely difficult circumstances. It is our duty to live up to 

this challenge of facilitating the evacuations” (Pop, 2011) and on the same 

day the Commission’s crisis response centre (MIC) started working to 

facilitate the evacuation of EU citizens. The EU stated that it “was preparing a 

plan for evacuation by sea in the event that evacuation by air becomes 

impossible” (EEAS, 2011a). 

 

The timing and nature of the EU’s evacuation operation are important here. 

The EU declared it would facilitate the evacuation through MIC on 23 

February (two days after the Turkish fleet had set sail) but how exactly it 

planned to carry out the operation was not determined for sure; it was only 
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mentioned that the MIC was working on a plan that involved “evacuation by 

sea” (Le Parisien, 2011; European Commission, 2011a). The EU’s 

coordinating spokesperson for Libya stated that the EU was “identifying 

additional evacuation means in particular by sea, in the next hours and days” 

(Bailly, 2011). So, the point here is that the EU was considering an operation 

by sea at a time when the Turkish government had already sent ships after 

deciding that the air route was not preferable.  

 

The spokesperson also mentioned that the High Representative was going to 

have a “very important meeting with several Commissioners, but most 

importantly key Member States and third countries”, which included Turkey 

(ibid.). Therefore, when the evacuation reached the top of the EU agenda, the 

High Representative spoke with the Turkish FM, who certainly had an opinion 

about how to proceed with any evacuation based on Turkey’s own 

experience over the preceding days. Therefore, arguably, Turkey’s 

experience might have helped the EU to consider evacuation by sea because 

Turkey had already experienced problems with the air route at the time. So, 

the point here is that it is more likely that the EU listened to the Turkish 

experience of evacuation in this specific CO rather than the other way 

around, especially considering the timing and subject of the meetings 

between the Turkish and EU official. 

 

Overall, with regard to this CO, it is possible to claim that the nature of 

interaction corresponded more to the “unilateral information” point because 



 

 199 

the EU was only informed about Turkish actions and no “consultation” took 

place. Although the Turkish government agreed to take some foreigners, 

which included foreigners from EU member states, the EU itself was not 

involved and there was no specific adjustment of Turkish behaviour for the 

evacuation of foreigners from EU member states.   

 

The Turkish response could have constituted an example for the EU when it 

was working on an action plan, particularly involving evacuation by sea. 

Considering the formation of Turkish preferences with regard to evacuation 

and the general attitude of the Turkish government regarding participation in 

the civil protection mechanism, it is possible to claim that rationalism better 

explains the Turkish behaviour and the absence of “consultation” in this 

specific instance. Specifically, urgency of action and the fact that the issue of 

evacuation was a major security issue for the Turkish government particularly 

increased the costs of cooperation with the EU during the planning and 

execution of the evacuation operation. 

 

5.4. Turkey’s Decision to Support and Participate in 
the NATO Intervention, Operation Unified Protector 
(CO4) 
 

There was a U-turn in the Turkish policy not only on the subject of supporting 

the opposition and imposing sanctions but also with regard to supporting 

NATO intervention in Libya. The Turkish government initially opposed foreign 

intervention and even accused states of following imperialist agendas and 
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going after the oil resources of the country. This opposition to NATO 

intervention should be seen as a part of the general Turkish reluctance to 

criticise Gaddafi before the U-turn on 1 March.  

 

Before March, the Turkish PM made it clear that Turkey would not be a part 

of NATO intervention and harshly criticised those who discussed the 

possibility of intervention. Specifically, on 28 February, he said, “Should 

NATO intervene in Libya? Could there be such absurdity? What business 

does NATO have in Libya?” (Erdoğan, 2011d). After 1 March, and after the 

Turkish government changed its general attitude towards Gaddafi, the 

Turkish government dropped its strong opposition towards an intervention 

and gradually started to see an intervention as a necessary measure to end 

the conflict. Notably, on 21 March, it was clear that the Turkish leadership 

had changed its mind about the intervention – the Turkish PM claimed, 

“NATO should go into Libya to ‘determine’ and to ‘register’ Libya for the 

Libyans!” (Erdoğan, 2011c). 

 

It is possible to argue that a number of factors came into play in the change 

of policy. The general change in the Turkish attitude following the end of the 

evacuation, increasing international pressure against the Gaddafi regime, and 

the inevitability of international intervention were all influential factors that led 

the Turkish leadership to decide to support the NATO intervention. This 

analysis will discuss each factor, but the overall view here is that the change 

in policy was based on a strategic adjustment to avoid costly actions that 
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could have resulted in Turkey being marginalised when the intervention took 

place.  

 

This analysis will also discuss interactions with the EU. This CO is another 

example of an instance in which cooperation was slightly more than the 

“unilateral information” level. Primarily through diplomatic channels the 

Turkish government informed the EU about its actions and positions, and it is 

possible to say that there was information exchange in the time period until 

the Turkish government decided to contribute to the intervention. However, 

no discussion took place about what course of action to follow, and the 

Turkish government never asked the EU for its views.  

 

In addition, this CO is another example of an instance when it was clear that 

the EU needed Turkish cooperation more. The EU wished to play a leading 

role in the intervention and Turkish consent was essential for them to be able 

to use the NATO command structure. Being aware of their strategic 

importance, Turkish decision makers frequently underlined that they could 

make EU foreign policy more effective, which again indicates that Turkish 

decision makers strategically used their position in a way that helped them to 

demonstrate to the EU that they were valuable partners. There are three 

points that need to be emphasised.      

 

First, the general change in Turkish attitude was important because, as 

discussed before, the costs of adopting a critical stance against Gaddafi 
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decreased after the evacuation was over. Criticising the regime and 

supporting democratic change, on the other hand, had more benefits 

because by the time the evacuation was over international pressure against 

the regime had mounted and it was risky to continue supporting Gaddafi. 

Here, general Turkish interests in Libya became more important because 

Turkish decision makers did not want to appear to support an oppressive 

leader, especially after it seemed less likely that Gaddafi would retain power. 

 

Second, the international pressure against the regime was increasing, which 

meant that Turkey could be marginalised if it continued its support for 

Gaddafi. After the UNSC agreed on UNSCR 1973 (2011) on 17 March 

authorising all necessary measures to protect civilians in Libya, Turkish 

decision makers believed it was less costly to align with the international 

community.  

 

It should be noted that the US position was also influential, as had been the 

case in Egypt (Chapter 4). The US had been an important ally for the Turkish 

government and the fact that it supported intervention particularly increased 

the likelihood of an international military action taking place against the 

Libyan regime. However, the US deliberately remained low key and US 

President Obama encouraged European allies to take the lead without 

depending solely on US military capabilities (Hachigian and Shorr, 2013: 80). 

According to analysts Hachigian and Shorr (2013), this was an example of 

the Obama administration pursuing a strategy that they named the 
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“responsibility doctrine”, which was based on prodding other influential 

actors to stand up for international peace so that the responsibilities and 

burdens for operations, such as the one against the Libyan regime, could be 

spread. So, the EU had an opportunity to lead an international offensive, 

which meant that they needed Turkish cooperation even more particularly to 

rely on the NATO command structure. 

 

Third, and most importantly, the Turkish leadership realised that the 

intervention was going to take place anyway regardless of their opinion. The 

inevitability of intervention motivated them to be part of it so that they could 

play a role in the restructuring of Libya. This last point needs more 

unpacking. 

 

The Turkish government, because of its opposition to NATO intervention, 

initially blocked NATO involvement in the conflict. After the international 

pressure increased, and especially after the UNSC 1970 (2011), it was likely 

that an intervention was going to take place. As a result of the Paris summit, 

to which the Turkish government had not been invited because of its attitude 

towards intervention, the international coalition led by the US intervened on 

19 March (Operation Odyssey Dawn). The coalition could not use the NATO 

command structure, although it would have been more convenient for all 

parties involved, because of Turkey. When the intervention took place, 

Turkish decision makers realised there was no use blocking NATO because 

an intervention was taking place anyway (Table 9). A few days later, on 24 
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March, the Western allies agreed with the Turkish government to put the 

offensive – consisting of a no-fly zone, an arms embargo, and air strikes – 

under a NATO command umbrella, naming it Operation Unified Protector 

(Traynor and Watt, 2011; Ames, 2011). On the same day, the Turkish 

Parliament approved NATO involvement in a closed session and agreed to 

send Turkish troops (TBMM, 2011). As the main reason, it was declared that 

it was in the “national interest” of Turkey, as a country that was “interested in 

Libya’s future”, to participate in the intervention (ibid). Not opposing NATO 

intervention and allowing the use of its command structure do not 

necessarily have to involve active support. However, it was clear that an 

intervention was going to take place anyway and Turkish decision makers 

contended that it was more beneficial for them to be more than a spectator 

and to receive the chance to play a role in the regime change in Libya 

through actively participating in the intervention (e.g., Turkey sent warships 

to contribute).  
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Table 9: Timeline for the change in Turkish position  
regarding military intervention, February-March 2011 

 
Sun Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat 

27  28 1 2 3 4 5 
 Erdoğan: 

“What 
business 
does NATO 
have in 
Libya?” 

     

6 7 8 9 10 11 12 
       

13 14 15 16 17 18 19 
    UNSCR 

1973/2011  Operation 
Odyssey 
Dawn 

20 
 

21 
Erdoğan: 
“NATO 
should go 
into Libya” 

22 23 24 
Operation 
Unif ied 
Protector , 
Turkey decides 
to send troops 

25 26 

 

 

There was such a radical and a rapid change in the Turkish position that 

Turkish decision makers felt the need to justify their actions, at which point 

they used the notion of Responsibility to Protect (R2P) and that Turkey had a 

moral duty to support intervention. For example, the Turkish President and 

FM stated that Turkey would provide “all necessary support” for the 

international community because the international action was “legitimate” 

(IHA, 2011). The Turkish President said, “Now, we are talking about 

‘international legitimacy’ [referring the UNSCR 1973 (2011)]. We believe that 

it is ‘right’ for us to act within this framework” (ibid.). However, the Turkish 

support for intervention was not about whether it was “right” or not; it was 

about the realisation that support for the intervention was more beneficial 
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since it was inevitably going to take place. The emphasis on the “moral” 

aspect of intervention was merely a convenient cover to justify the 

inconsistency of Turkish positions on the matter.  

 

The EU was informed throughout about the Turkish position, both before and 

after the change in Turkish stance, mainly through the EU delegation in 

Ankara, who were also able to communicate the EU position (Interviews 

EU02, EU05, and EU06). However, again, this was based on information 

exchange and finding out about each other’s position only, and no 

discussion or consultation took place, which indicates that cooperation did 

not reach the “consultation” level but did surpass the “unilateral information” 

level.  

 

It should be pointed out that the EU as a body struggled to find a unified 

voice due to internal divisions, which made it even harder for Turkey to 

cooperate with the EU. Specifically, there were internal disagreements about 

whether or not to establish a no-fly zone and, most notably, Germany 

abstained in the UNCSC on the matter (UNSCR 1973 (2011).  However, still, 

the foreign policy dialogue between the Turkish government and the EU 

continued. Particularly, the informal dialogue between the Turkish FM and 

the EU High Representative continued, which once again indicates that the 

Turkish government valued its foreign policy relationship with the EU 

(Interview EU02).  
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In addition, the Turkish government became much more involved in 

discussions in NATO after deciding that the NATO command structure could 

be used for intervention. This meant that the Turkish government held 

consultations with its NATO allies, which included EU members, such as the 

UK and France. So, it can be claimed that the Turkish government achieved 

more cooperation/consultation with individual EU members within the 

framework of NATO rather than with the EU itself as a body.  

 

It should also be pointed out that during the crisis in Libya, the Turkish 

government used the opportunity to make the point that the EU should 

consider Turkey to be a valuable asset to EU foreign policy. EU member 

states, especially France, wanted to play a leading role in the resolution of 

the Libyan crisis and Turkish consent was essential for the use of the NATO 

command structure, as mentioned earlier. Turkish opposition to NATO action 

not only meant that the Turkish government would veto any action but also 

that they would block potential EU-NATO cooperation, as in the case of 

Afghanistan. During the crisis, the Turkish PM from time to time touched 

upon the problems of Turkey’s accession process in a resentful manner and 

always underlined that the EU needed Turkey to be effective in the region.  

 

For instance, while talking about the Libyan crisis, the Turkish PM was upset 

with the EU due to the issue of visa liberalisation and he stated, “If they [EU] 

don’t want us, they should say, ‘we don’t want Turkey’. Then, we would say 

OK. Let’s not tire each other and take each other’s time; let’s not fool each 
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other” (Erdoğan, 2011d). Considering that EU states wanted to play a leading 

role in the solution of the crisis, he also used the opportunity to point out that 

Turkey’s importance to the EU had become “clearer” with the Libyan crisis 

and said, “The EU has an opportunity to make use of Turkey’s experience in 

order to establish healthy relations with the regions” (ibid.). So, again, there 

was an emphasis that Turkey could make the EU more effective, which 

highlights the way in which the Turkish attitude to a foreign policy 

relationship with the EU was based on costs and benefits. Whenever the 

Turkish government had the chance, it stressed the benefits of Turkish 

accession.  

 

5.5. Conclusion 
 
This chapter has focused on three key COs in which the Turkish government 

took the initiative to act and had a chance to cooperate with the EU during 

the Libyan uprising. The analyses of COs presented here focused on the 

motivations behind Turkish behaviour as well as on the nature of interaction 

with the EU both before and after the public announcement of Turkish policy. 

 

The first CO that this chapter examined (CO2) concerned the initial Turkish 

reaction to the violence and the Turkish decision to support the opposition in 

Libya on 1 March. More weight was given to the discussion of this CO 

because it focused on the U-turn in Turkish policy towards the Gaddafi 

regime, which also helped explain the general Turkish attitude to the Libyan 

crisis.   
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This chapter finds that one of the main factors influencing Turkish behaviour 

in the first CO was the evacuation of citizens. Turkish decision makers did 

not criticise the Libyan regime at first because it would have been a highly 

costly action; but then they changed their stance when the costs of criticising 

the regime decreased, after the evacuation had been completed. It could 

also be claimed that concern for citizens was a convenient cover for 

supporting Gaddafi. The Turkish government preferred stability to regime 

change and thereby appeared close to Gaddafi until they were convinced 

that the regime was going to fall. So, by waiting, the Turkish government 

bought time to carry out a smooth evacuation operation as well as to see 

whether Gaddafi would be able to retain power.  

 

There was a U-turn in the Turkish position on 1 March after which the Turkish 

government voiced support for the opposition and urged Gaddafi to step 

aside. The EU was informed about the Turkish position both before and after 

1 March. However, there was no “consultation” because the Turkish 

government did not seek EU feedback on their position.  

 

The EU and Turkish decision makers met both in bilateral and international 

settings and had a chance to talk about developments in Libya. Specifically, 

the EU HR and the Turkish FM kept in touch informally, which indicates that 

the EU HR also had a chance to communicate the EU position to the Turkish 

government. Moreover, the EU explained its position and invited Turkey to 
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align itself, which was turned down by the Turkish government at the time 

because it was still showing support for Gaddafi. Considering that the EU 

presumably also had a chance to communicate its position in bilateral and 

international settings, the relationship may have surpassed the “unilateral 

information“ point, since there was exchange of information from both sides. 

However, it is still not possible to say that “consultation” took place, since 

there is no evidence that the EU provided feedback on the Turkish position 

before or after the announcement of the Turkish position or that the Turkish 

government sought the EU’s opinion. In fact, it is possible to say that the EU 

sought the Turkish view on the crisis and requested information on the 

Turkish position. Considering their interaction, it could also be claimed that 

they were up-to-date on each other’s policy, which means it is highly unlikely 

that Turkish policies, with regard to its reaction in Libya, caught the EU by 

surprise.       

 

As for the specific factors determining costs and benefits of cooperation with 

the EU, it could be claimed that the costs of cooperation with the EU were 

high particularly because the Turkish government believed there was a risk of 

upsetting the Gaddafi regime, which could then have jeopardised the 

evacuation of Turkish citizens. There were also economic and strategic 

reasons for avoiding being immediately critical of the regime since the 

Turkish government saw Gaddafi as a major partner in the region. Moreover, 

in the immediate aftermath of the crisis, there was no time to attain a higher 

degree of cooperation with the EU as the evacuation necessitated an urgent 
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action, which was the main focus of the second CO addressed in this 

chapter.  

 

The second CO concerned cooperation with regard to the Turkish decision to 

initiate an evacuation operation by sea on 20 February (CO3). This was 

especially a good case to test whether alliance norms specific to Turkey and 

the EU emerged in a way that encouraged coordination. For instance, if such 

norms, similar in nature to a “coordination reflex” (de Schoutheete, 1980) 

attributed to CFSP, have emerged over time, we could expect the Turkish 

side to act in coordination with the EU when faced with a common crisis. 

  

However, this chapter finds that Turkish behaviour with regard to cooperation 

with the EU was based on costs and benefits. Specifically, the costs of 

cooperation were high because the government needed to take an urgent 

action and avoided any discussion that could delay action. It is possible to 

claim that during this CO, there was “unilateral information” because the flow 

of information was rather one way, in the sense that the Turkish government 

informed the EU of its intentions and then proceeded with an action without 

much discussion or exchange of views. Although Turkish ships and planes 

helped the evacuation of numerous foreigners, including EU nationals, there 

was no “coordination” or “consultation” with the EU or any adjustment of 

behaviour specifically to help the citizens of EU states. 
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The third CO in this chapter concerned the Turkish reaction to international 

intervention (CO4). This chapter finds that the general change in the Turkish 

attitude following the end of evacuation, increasing international pressure 

against the Gaddafi regime, and the inevitability of international intervention 

were influential factors that led the Turkish leadership to decide to support a 

military intervention and NATO involvement.  

 

This third CO addressed here was another example of a CO in which there 

was more than “unilateral information” since there was information exchange 

with the EU but no “consultation” or “coordination”. As for the specific 

explanatory factors informing the calculation of costs and benefits, the costs 

of cooperation were high particularly because it was a hard security issue 

and the Turkish government saw the EU as an incapable actor. Moreover, 

there were internal divisions inside the EU, which made cooperation even 

more difficult. For these reasons, the Turkish government prioritised a higher 

level of cooperation with actors that it believed were capable of achieving 

change, such as NATO allies. Therefore, it can be claimed that the Turkish 

government mainly coordinated with EU states in NATO, whereas the EU 

itself was not so much in the picture.   

 

Across the COs, the main difference between them is that there was more 

cooperation during the first and third COs. The first CO concerned the 

Turkish decision to criticise Gaddafi and support the opposition in Libya in 

favour of a democratic regime change. Turkish and EU officials were able to 
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meet in international and bilateral meetings that facilitated information 

exchange. Also, the way in which the Turkish government avoided risking its 

relations with the Gaddafi regime and its prolonged support for the 

opposition movement provided more time for cooperation to take place 

before the U-turn in Turkish policy on 1 March. Information exchange with 

the EU was not overly costly because it meant that the Turkish government 

had a chance to touch base with the international community, especially after 

the U-turn in Turkish policy. Similarly, for the third CO, the delayed support 

for intervention allowed time for information exchange, which was not so 

costly. 

 

In the second CO, “unilateral information” took place mainly because of the 

necessity to act urgently. Cooperation to a degree higher than “unilateral 

information” would have been costly because the Turkish government felt 

like it would lose time if it did not act immediately or discuss its intended 

actions with the EU. In this case, the urgency of action as an explanatory 

factor is important since it increases the costs of cooperation.  

 

Overall, analysis of Turkish behaviour suggests that it was mainly influenced 

by the costs and benefits of action. Turkish decision makers sought to 

minimise the costs of their actions with regard to the developments of the 

crisis as well as with regard to their attitude towards cooperation with the EU. 

Evidence also suggests that Turkish decision makers did not see the EU as a 

capable actor in the crisis. The crisis presents an example in which the EU 
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had more to gain from cooperation with Turkey rather than the other way 

around. Despite all, there was at least “unilateral information”, which means 

that the EU was consistently informed of Turkish actions. In other words, it is 

highly unlikely that Turkish actions caught the EU by surprise.   
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CHAPTER SIX 
Turkey’s Foreign Policy Cooperation 
with the EU during the Syrian Uprising, 
2011-12 
 
	 

The uprising in Syria presents another case study for investigating potential 

cooperation between Turkey and the EU. This chapter discusses the 

interests of both actors in Syria and their approaches to the crisis, clarifies 

the question around potential cooperation, and analyses Turkey’s interaction 

with the EU with regard to specific cooperative opportunities (COs) in order 

to assess why and to what degree there was cooperation. 

 

The Syrian uprising started in early 2011 and transformed into a complex civil 

war. Since the aim of this study is to analyse how Turkey reacted to the 

uprising, the focus will be on the initial civil uprising phase and its aftermath. 

Specifically, the timeframe for analysis is from the start of the unrest in 

Damascus and Aleppo on 15 March 2011 until the last CO analysed in the 

chapter, which covers until October 2012. As in the previous chapters, the 

analysis is broken down into individual COs. These cases in their own right 

can provide an understanding of the Turkish attitude and decision-making 

process vis-à-vis the turmoil. Table 10 summarises the COs that will be 

examined, as well the outcomes in terms of cooperation with the EU.  
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Table 10: COs during the Syrian uprising 

 Turkish 
government 
preference 

Turkish 
government 
action 

EU 
preference 

Outcome in 
terms of 
cooperation 

CO5: Initial 
Turkish 
reaction and 
decision to 
impose 
economic 
sanctions 

Solution 
through 
dialogue with 
Assad, then 
coordination 
with the Arab 
League 

Reluctance to 
criticise and 
‘three-stage 
response’. 
Delayed 
criticism and 
late sanctions 

Strong 
condemnation 
of human 
rights 
violations, 
sanctions, 
calls for Assad 
to resign 

Information 
exchange both 
before and after 
the public 
announcement of 
Turkish positions 

CO6: 
Decision to 
participate in 
the Friends 
of Syria 
Group (FSG) 
following the 
veto of 
UNSC 
resolution on 
4 February 
2012 

Seeking 
international 
support, with 
the desire to 
be recognised 
as a key actor 
in the region  

Cooperation 
with individual 
EU member 
states and 
Arab states. 
Hosting the 
opposition and 
the FSG 

Support for 
FSG. The EU 
requests 
Turkish 
cooperation, 
especially on 
matters to do 
with the Syrian 
opposition 

More than 
unilateral 
information but 
no substantial 
consultation. 
Information 
exchange on the 
crisis both before 
and after the 
Turkish 
participation in 
FSG 

CO7: Turkish 
reaction to 
the record 
refugee influx 
on 6-8 April 
2012  

International 
engagement 
regarding the 
refugee crisis, 
possibly a 
buffer zone 

Urging UN and 
NATO allies to 
request an 
intervention to 
tackle the 
refugee 
problem 

Support for 
Turkish efforts 
to host 
refugees. 
Increasingly 
needed 
Turkish 
cooperation  

More than 
unilateral 
information but 
no substantial 
cooperation 

CO8: Turkish 
reactions to 
the Syrian 
downing of 
Turkish plane 
on 22 June 
2012 and 
Akçakale 
shelling on 3 
October 
2012 

Gaining 
international 
support/ 
expressions of 
solidarity for 
Turkish 
military 
retaliation 

Consultation 
with NATO 
allies, change 
of the rules of 
engagement, 
Turkish military 
retaliation 

Expression of 
support for 
Turkey and 
preference 
against the 
escalation of 
conflict 

Unilateral 
information. The 
Turkish 
government 
briefed the EU 
about its actions 
and requested 
the EU to express 
solidarity. No 
opportunity given 
to the EU to 
comment.  
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The analysis presented here focuses on the extent to which the EU was 

consulted or informed both before and after the formulation of Turkish 

stances or actions. The main question around potential cooperation for 

Turkey and the EU was how to react to the Assad regime. This included the 

issue of when to criticise the Assad regime, which was an issue especially in 

the immediate aftermath of the clashes. Based on empirical investigation, 

this analysis then discusses what the Turkish reaction meant for potential 

foreign policy cooperation with the EU.  

 

Initially, the Turkish government did not want to risk its relationship with the 

Assad regime, as in the case of Gaddafi, and avoided supporting the 

opposition movement against the regime. However, in the period leading up 

to the Turkish decision to impose sanctions, Turkish and EU officials were 

regularly in touch and talked about the situation in Syria.  

 

Information exchange with the EU also took place once the Turkish 

government had broadly aligned with the international community 

participating in the international coalition against the Syrian regime. Although 

the EU was not the main actor that motivated Turkish behaviour (e.g., the 

Arab League was the main influencer with regard to the Turkish decision to 

impose sanctions), cooperation with the EU in the sense of information 

exchange took place, which meant that the EU was consistently kept 

informed about Turkish positions and could presumably also express any EU 

positions on the crisis. 
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The main difference across COs was that there was much less cooperation 

with regard to the reaction of the Turkish government to the Syrian downing 

of a Turkish plane on 22 June 2012 and the Akçakale shelling on 3 October 

2012 (CO8). As this analysis will proceed to discuss, the costs of cooperation 

were higher, especially because of the nature of the CO being a hard security 

issue and the need for an urgent action.  The Turkish course of action was to 

consult the NATO allies and brief the EU about Turkish retaliation in order to 

request expressions of solidarity from the EU.  

 

There was also a lack of “consultation” with the EU when the Turkish 

government faced a record refugee influx 6-8 April 2012 (CO7). The main 

determinant of Turkish behaviour with regard to the Syrian refugee crisis was 

the belief that the crisis would be over soon and the Turkish government 

would be able manage the incoming refugees until they returned to Syria, 

which will be discussed more in detail. Over time, the Turkish government 

started to request international help, and when the crisis grew, the EU 

needed the cooperation of the Turkish government.   

 

The crisis in Syria is another case in which the EU wanted Turkey’s 

cooperation more, rather than the other way around, because of the niche 

links the Turkish government had with different regional actors in Syria and 

its proximity to the conflict. Using this, the Turkish government iterated its 

strategic importance for EU foreign policy, as this chapter will highlight. 
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Again, rationalism better explains Turkish behaviour because the Turkish 

government wanted international support for its actions but did not want to 

lose time entering into discussion with the EU about its policies or consulting 

the EU to request the EU opinion. So, the cost-effective actions were 

avoiding high-level cooperation but requesting verbal support from the EU.   

 

Overall, there was information exchange between the Turkish government 

and the EU, not only in the form of bilateral meetings but also as informal 

dialogue, especially in CO5 and CO6. However, there is a lack of conclusive 

evidence that the Turkish government reached out to the EU for consultation, 

incorporated EU preferences, gave the EU opportunity to provide feedback 

on its policy, or adjusted its behaviour based on discussion with the EU. In 

this respect, the relationship does not correspond to the “consultation” point; 

then, it corresponds closer to the “unilateral information” point.   

 

In addition, potentially, the EU was able to present its view to the Turkish 

government especially during the first two COs through formal and informal 

communication. So, it could be claimed that there were some elements of 

consultation. Most importantly, the informal dialogue between Davutoğlu and 

Ashton, which was also based on personal friendship, provided an 

opportunity for consultation and helped the EU and Turkey to develop a 

mutual understanding of each other’s policy. It is important for this analysis 

of cooperation that the foreign policy dialogue continued despite differences 
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of views, which demonstrates that both were willing to work closely during 

the course of uprisings in the region.  

 

Furthermore, the Turkish government aimed to preserve its position as an 

actor influential in regional matters. The uprising shortly became a hard 

security issue that prompted the Turkish government to formulate policies 

based on security needs. The government then prioritised coordination with 

international actors that it believed were capable of acting effectively, such 

as NATO and the UN Security Council, rather than the EU. 

 

Although the EU was informed, Turkish foreign policy decision makers 

believed it was weak and incapable of acting. This was one of the main 

reasons why the EU was never the first actor that the Turkish government 

sought to be in coordination with while formulating foreign policy and it 

explains why there was no substantial cooperation in the form of 

“consultation” with the EU.  

	

6.1. Interests and Reactions 
 
 
A discussion of Syria’s strategic importance to the Turkish government is 

necessary because the immediate Turkish response to the uprising was 

based on a policy of finding a balance between supporting democratic 

change and protecting strategic interests in Syria through refraining from 

antagonising President Assad. Before proceeding with analyses of COs, this 
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subsection addresses the question of what these interests were to establish 

an understanding of the motivation of the Turkish government when the 

uprising started. It then moves on to outline the main EU preferences and 

reaction to the crisis in order to establish an understanding of how the 

Turkish and EU approaches differed in Syria.  

 

6.1.1. Turkish Interests and Reaction 
 
Prior to the uprising, and even before he became a policy maker, Davutoğlu 

(2001: 119) argued that Turkey needed to use its geostrategic and 

“geocultural” potential to build economic interdependence in the region that 

would subsequently enable Turkey to expand its area of influence, which was 

the fundamental basis of his idea of “zero problems with neighbours”. 

Improving relations with neighbours was the building block of the Turkish 

strategy, aiming to make Turkey a “soft power” and, to achieve this aim, 

transnational trade was encouraged while at the same time culture was used 

to maintain good relations.  

 

Syria is a good example for this policy. Historically tense relations improved 

significantly in the first years of the AKP era. In fact, prior to the onset of the 

turmoil, the relationship with Syria was seen by the AKP elites as the epitome 

of Davutoğlu’s “zero problems with neighbours” policy because relations 

were rapidly improving. To illustrate, in 1998, Turkey almost waged war with 

Syria over the crisis involving the extradition of the PKK leader; in 2008, 

Turkish and Syrian leaders vacationed together with their families in Turkey’s 
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southern resort town of Bodrum. A prominent example of how political and 

economic relations improved in the AKP era is the High Level Strategic 

Cooperation Council, which was established in 2009 for cooperation in 

various areas, such as security, commerce, culture and education, and was 

regarded as a “milestone in Turkish-Syrian relations” (MFA, 2012b; MFA, 

2012c). Many agreements were signed, including a visa exemption 

agreement that would allow Syrian and Turkish citizens to travel freely and an 

agreement to abolish taxes imposed on lorries carrying goods between Syria 

and Turkey in order to strengthen economic ties (CNN Türk, 2009). 

 

Syria was important not only for economic reasons but also for security 

reasons because it was the key actor that could contribute to Turkey’s 

border security and help Turkey in the armed conflict against the Kurdish 

PKK. Syria was seen also as an ally in the region that would help Turkey to 

gain more soft power. In order to “boost friendship”, as Turkish officials 

stated, Turkey and Syria, for example, held a joint military exercise in 2009, 

after which it was reported that Israel was “disturbed” by military cooperation 

between Turkey and Syria (Today's Zaman, 2009). The strengthening of 

military ties gained even more importance after Turkey cut diplomatic ties 

with Israel after the crisis over the Gaza flotilla raid in 2010 because having a 

closer relationship with Syria, Israel’s foe in the region, was also a statement 

against Israel. So, there were similarities with the policy towards Egypt in the 

sense that establishing closer ties also meant that Turkey was taking a 

position against Israel. Essentially, Syria was strategically important not only 
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because there were economic reasons for restoring and strengthening the 

relationship but also because it was seen by Turkish decision makers as an 

actor that would help them address security issues more effectively. At the 

same time, Syria was an important ally that would side with Turkey against 

Israel and strengthen the Turkish government’s hand in the pursuit of making 

Turkey a regional leader. 

 

In addition, there was a cultural dimension to the relationship in the notion 

that Syria was a “brother” for Turkey. The cultural aspect was intended to be 

used as a glue that would unite both countries in a spirit of solidarity based 

on shared experiences. In the discourses of Turkish elites, there was often 

the idea that Turkey and Syria were more than neighbours. For instance, 

addressing a group of business persons in Damascus, Turkish President Gül 

(2009) stated “Syrian and Turkish people are much closer to each other than 

neighbours”.  

 

This discourse of cultural affinity applied to President Assad too. For 

example, emphasising his personal friendship with the Syrian President, 

while talking about how the AKP government had improved relations with 

Syria, PM Erdoğan (2010) referred to the Syrian President as “my brother 

Assad”. This changed later on, when the Turkish and Syrian governments 

became hostile toward each other – even the Turkish pronunciation of the 

name of the Syria President changed after the Turkish government started to 

encourage the Arabic (and original) pronunciation of the name (Esed) over its 
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Turkish equivalent that had been used for him and his father (Esad), in an 

attempt to alienate the Syrian President in the perception of the Turkish 

public. This became a public debate in Turkey. For instance, a Turkish 

columnist asked:  

Have you ever thought why ‘Esad’ of 40 years suddenly became 
‘Esed’? Wasn’t he ‘Esad’ when he was the buddy of our PM? One 
morning we woke up and he became ‘Esed’ in all the partisan media 
along with the TRT and the Anadolu Agency [state-run media]... 
Because before he was one of us, we even called him ‘Esad’ like in 
Turkish… Things changed, image engineers started working, and 
suddenly ‘Esad’ turned into ‘Esed’ (Özdil, 2012).  

This example summarises the changing attitude of the Turkish government 

towards the Syrian regime, which will be discussed in depth later. The 

bottom line here is that there were not only economic and military reasons for 

strengthened relations with Syria but also a cultural dimension. Turkish 

decision makers frequently emphasised that Syria was more than a friend 

and a neighbour but a “brother” for Turkey.  

 

The costs of cooperation may vary across COs, which is why this analysis 

will examine each CO individually, but it is possible to provide a general 

assessment of whether cooperation was particularly costly in the case of 

Syria. The costs of cooperation with the EU increased to the extent that 

cooperation constrained the Turkish government from acting effectively in 

response to the crisis. When the Turkish government preferred unilateral 

action, cooperation, to the extent that it constrained unilateral action, 

became more difficult to achieve. However, cooperation could have been 
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beneficial. For instance, especially after the crisis in Syria, Turkey’s strategic 

value to the EU increased, giving an opportunity to the Turkish government 

to demonstrate to the EU that Turkey was an important ally and partner. 

Cooperation could also have issue-specific benefits, which will be discussed 

in detail. For example, in the case of refugees, achieving “coordination” with 

the EU could have potentially helped the Turkish government to tackle the 

refugee crisis more effectively, if it had accepted the EU assistance before 

the issue grew uncontrollable. Both general and issue-specific costs and 

benefits will be taken into account here when assessing the degree of 

cooperation in each CO.    

 

6.1.2. EU Preferences and Reaction 
 
In addition to the Turkish position, it is important to clarify the EU’s 

preferences with regard to Syria too because cooperation in the form of 

consultation ideally involves the EU’s feedback on Turkish policy, which 

would have been based on the EU’s preferences in Syria. If the EU had had 

fundamentally different preferences, this could also have been a cost and 

impeded cooperation in the sense of co-decision and consultation, but this 

would not necessarily have indicated a total absence of cooperation. 

Therefore, it is useful to establish an understanding of the EU’s perspective 

on Syria. 

 

Prior to the crisis, the EU had “sought to develop a closer relationship with 

Syria, which would have provided for political dialogue, mutually beneficial 
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trade and investment relations, and cooperation on economic, social and 

democratic reform” (EEAS, 2015a). The EU-Syria Association Agreement, 

which was concluded in 2004 but not yet signed, laid out the bilateral 

relationship as having an emphasis on trade, cooperation in a number of 

fields including agriculture and environmental protection, and political 

dialogue on bilateral and regional issues of mutual interest (EEAS, 2015b). 

The draft agreement was frozen after the crisis started in 2011 but it 

highlights that the EU saw Syria as a partner in the region and sought to 

develop a closer and mutually beneficial relationship. EU policy and 

preferences during the initial phase of the uprising were based on strong 

condemnation of Assad, freezing relations, and establishing a policy of 

targeted restrictive measures. 

 

The key differences between EU and Turkish preferences can be identified as 

the EU’s greater concern for human rights abuses and greater aversion to 

being drawn into military intervention, since Syria was less of a direct security 

threat to the EU than to Turkey. These differences will be taken into 

consideration when discussing the main issue around potential cooperation, 

which was for both actors how to react to the Assad regime and opposition 

movement.  

 

The EU made its stance clear from the beginning by imposing restrictive 

measures right away, as this analysis will discuss. It should be noted that, 

although there were different voices between EU members states from time 
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to time, the EU approach was much less divided compared to the case of 

Libya. Most notably, there was a disagreement about amending the arms 

embargo before it expired in 2013. The UK, with the backing of France, Italy, 

and Cyprus argued that the ban on arming the rebels should be amended 

because it would send a strong signal to President Assad that the military 

balance was shifting. Other EU member states led by Austria pointed to the 

risks of the arms ending up in the hands of extremists (McDonald-Gibson, 

2013). However, during the uprising phase of the crisis, so taking into 

consideration the initial response of the EU, it is possible to claim that there 

was no radical divergence between EU member states in broad terms, 

especially compared to the EU response in Libya.   

 

6.2. Initial Turkish Reaction and the Decision to 
Impose Economic Sanctions (CO5) 
 

The first CO concerns the way in which the Turkish government reacted to 

the uprisings starting on 15 March 2011 and the degree to which there was 

cooperation on the issue of whether or not to use sanctions against the 

Assad regime. The key question for cooperation for both actors was what 

side to take, and in what form in terms of policy choices (only verbal criticism 

or sanctions). This section will focus on whether there was any consultation 

with the EU in view of these preferences with regard to the key question the 

CO raises. Specifically, this means that this analysis will focus on the extent 

to which there was communication and an exchange of views with the EU 

when the Turkish government decided to impose sanctions.  
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Before proceeding, the “three stage response” (Davutoğlu, 2012a) of the 

Turkish government needs to be examined. At the centre of Turkey’s 

response to the Syrian uprising was what Öniş (2012: 416) called an “ethics 

versus self-interest dilemma”, that is, “[h]ow to find the delicate balance 

between supporting reforms and protecting strategic interests?”15 Figure 3 

summarises the “three-stage strategy” that Davutoğlu (2012a) argued he 

(and the Turkish government) had followed. According to him first, they tried 

“bilateral engagement - Turkey approaching the Assad regime and trying to 

work with them to support the reform process” (Davutoğlu, 2012a). Towards 

the end of this stage, on 20 June 2011, the Turkish government gave Assad a 

week to implement reforms, which Assad refused to do (Hürriyet, 2011s). 

Second, they pursed a “regional initiative with the Arab League…to find a 

solution without foreign intervention to our region” (Davutoğlu, 2012a). The 

Turkish government got together with the heads of Arab states to discuss the 

crisis in various meetings (Ergan and Özkaya, 2011). Third, after these did not 

yield a result, the Turkish government went to the UNSC with the Arab 

League to make it  “an international issue” (Davutoğlu, 2012a; Hürriyet, 

2011c). 

                                            
15 For further discussion, see The Economist, 2012; Cebeci and Üstün, 2012: 16-17; Tocci et 
al., 2011. 
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Figure 3: Davutoğlu’s Three-Stage Strategy 

	

As Öniş (2012) has pointed out, the Turkish government was cautious about 

supporting the opposition movement in the first two stages, but then it 

became vocally critical of the Assad regime. He has also suggested that 

there was a fourth phase in which the Turkish government returned to a 

cautious state by considering the uncertainty regarding how the events 

would unfold with a particular focus on the potential economic costs that 

could be incurred as a result of policy action (ibid.). The three-stage strategy 

indicates that in the immediate aftermath of the crisis, the Turkish 

government was reluctant to appear vocally critical or give support to the 

opposition in Syria. A cost-benefit calculation was involved and the Turkish 

position was adjusted based on how Assad responded to calls for reform. 

When the Turkish decision makers realised that the bilateral engagement 

with the Syrian regime in which they sought to “work with” the regime to 

“support the reform process” (Davutoğlu, 2012a) was not yielding any 

results, they had to change their course of action. They were reluctant to do 
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so because the improvement in relations with Syria was regarded as a 

success story of the “zero problems with neighbours” policy that Davutoğlu 

advocated; however, when Assad did not respond to calls for reform and 

continued to use violence, the costs of not being critical of the regime 

dramatically increased (Interview TR07). 

 

As the costs of not criticising the Syrian regime increased due to continued 

violence, it became difficult to keep pursuing the “zero problems with 

neighbours” policy with regard to Syria and to appear to support a violent 

regime at a time of democratic upheaval. In fact, this was precisely why 

some analysts, such as Ülgen (2011c; 2011a) and Balcı (2012), declared that 

the policy was “dead”. A Turkish columnist contended, “If there had not been 

an uprising in Syria and if the Assad regime had not used violence, it seems 

that the close relationship [between Turkish and Syrian governments] would 

have continued” (Kohen, 2012). It is a fair assessment that the wave of 

uprisings completely changed the nature of Turkey-Syria relations. The three-

stage response essentially reflects the dilemma Turkish decision makers 

faced, which concerned seeking to maintain a mutually beneficial relationship 

with Syria that had been secured through good relations with President 

Assad over the years, while at the same time supporting democratic 

movements in the country and in the region overall. 
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The Turkish government and the EU had different initial reactions. Following 

the crackdown against anti-government protesters in Syria, the EU strongly 

condemned the widespread human rights violations, introduced a set of 

restrictive measures starting in May 2011 (see e.g., European Council, 2011a) 

and called Assad to step aside (European Commission, 2012). Instead of 

taking a harsh stance, the Turkish government approached the Assad 

government to encourage reforms. There were several main reasons for this 

bilateral approach. The Turkish government had developed close ties with 

Syria over the previous decade under the AKP government and the 

relationship had brought economic and security related benefits. So, the 

strategic value of relations was high. Also, as Davutoğlu stated, “Syria was a 

success story” for the “zero problems with neighbours” policy because the 

improvement of relations with this policy had brought many benefits (Shadid, 

2011). Therefore, the Turkish government was reluctant to abandon the 

policy before seeing whether it could persuade the Assad regime to 

implement reforms. Morever, an approach based on bilateral engagement 

was seen as an opportunity to test the effectiveness of the “new” Turkish 

foreign policy, which aspired to make Turkey a soft power in the region. 

Furthermore, it was seen by members of the AKP elite, such as Erdoğan, 

who had developed a personal friendship with Assad over the past decade, 

that Turkey might succeed in talking Assad into making reforms (ibid.). In 

fact, Erdoğan himself made numerous telephone calls to Assad in May and 

June 2011 giving him advice about necessary reforms (Hürriyet, 2011i). 
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The reactions of the Turkish government and the EU were also different in the 

sense that a friendly relationship between the Turkish and Syrian leaders 

continued while the Turkish government was figuring out if the “bilateral 

engagement” would work. For instance, the Turkish PM even received 

congratulatory telephone calls from the Syrian President in June 2011 for his 

re-election (Hürriyet, 2011g). There were signs at that time that the Turkish 

attitude was eventually going to toughen. For example, PM Erdoğan claimed 

in an interview, “We cannot remain silent to developments in Syria anymore, 

good relations [with Syria] will not last forever” (Hürriyet, 2011h). For FM 

Davutoğlu, the reason why the Turkish government preferred “working with” 

the Assad government and bilateral engagement was because they were 

positive they would be able to talk Assad into making reforms (Hürriyet, 

2011u). As of 16 June, FM Davutoğlu was still referring to the “determination 

of Assad to implement reforms”, saying that his determination needed to be 

taken into account (ibid.). The initial reluctance of the Turkish government to 

take a harsh stance against the Assad regime not only shows the 

significance of relations with the regime but also it is a clear indicator that the 

EU and the Turkish government had divergent approaches about how to deal 

with the crisis. 

 

A prominent example of the difference between the policies of Turkey and 

the EU concerns the resignation of Assad. On 18 August 2011, HR Ashton 

(2011d) stated that it was a “necessity” for Assad to step aside and that there 

had been a “complete loss” of his “legitimacy” in the eyes of the Syrian 
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people. A day after this statement, it was reported that the Turkish 

government claimed it was too early to make such a call (Hürriyet, 2011j). 

This clear divergence was mentioned in the Turkey 2011 Progress Report 

published later in October 2011: “Turkey did not align itself with EU 

restrictive measures with regard to Syria” (European Commission, 2011b: 

107).  

 

The subject of Assad’s resignation as well as restrictive measures against the 

regime could be areas in which potential cooperation could have taken place 

between the Turkish government and the EU. However, when examining how 

the Turkish government pursued its policy of bilateral engagement and 

interactions with the EU at the time, there is no conclusive evidence it acted 

in coordination with the EU through discussing the policies it would pursue. 

“Co-decision” with the EU would have been costly because of policy 

divergence away from the EU and way in which the Turkish government had 

more strategic interests at stake in maintaining its the relationship with the 

Assad regime than the EU. 

 

Cooperation does not necessarily lead to alignment and alignment does not 

necessarily mean cooperation. Although the EU and the Turkish government 

diverged, there was still cooperation that was a step further than “unilateral 

information” but that did not reach “consultation”. The main reason for this 

was the contact between Turkish and EU officials. They were in touch, 

including at the highest levels, which indicates that there was information 



 

 234 

exchange both before and after the Turkish government decided to ask 

Assad to step aside and impose sanctions (Interviews TR05, TR07, EU02, 

EU03, EU04, EU05, EU06). Syria was on the agenda when Turkish and EU 

officials met, which is a clear indicator that the Turkish side valued its foreign 

policy relationship with the EU as it was willing to discuss such matters.  

 

A key issue with regard to “unilateral information” is whether the EU was 

warned before the Turkish government took a position that was at odds with 

the preferences of the EU. There is no conclusive evidence that the Turkish 

government informed the EU in advance that it was going to take a divergent 

position. This could have happened possibly when the EU declared that 

Assad needed to go on 18 August 2011 after which the Turkish government 

publicly stated it was too early to insist on his resignation, as pointed out 

earlier. As a general rule, when the EU issues a statement, Turkey, along with 

other candidate states, is asked to join the statement and the EU Delegation 

in Ankara liaises with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to ascertain the Turkish 

position (Interview EU02, EU06). Therefore, even if the Turkish government 

takes a divergent position, or is about to have a divergent position, the EU 

has a chance to learn of this. So, it is unlikely that the Turkish responses 

caught the EU by surprise since they would have been informed, or at least 

had some idea, about the Turkish stance. However, in this CO, the Turkish 

government did not initiate contact to inform the EU of its intended actions. 

This was an important aspect of information exchange during this CO. There 

have been times when the Turkish government reaches out to the EU to 
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inform, as when when the Turkish plane was shot down, which will be 

discussed later in this chapter.    

 

As mentioned, Turkish and EU officials met bilaterally and in international 

forums, and there was both formal and informal dialogue involving 

information exchange, which would indicate a certain degree of 

“consultation” taking place. The main point is not so much only whether they 

meet but also whether they discuss issues of mutual concern. And they 

generally do. Good evidence for this might be the informal meeting of the EU 

Foreign Affairs Ministers (Gymnich) on 2-3 September 2011 to which FM 

Davutoğlu was invited. According to a ministerial statement by UK FM 

Hague, a discussion on Syria took place in the presence of FM Davutoğlu 

and the primary focus was on sanctions against the Assad regime (Hague, 

2011). As the outcome of the meeting, the EU tightened economic pressure 

on the regime by imposing an oil embargo (Oweis, 2011), whereas the 

Turkish government had not yet decided to impose sanctions. Since there 

was discussion of the issue, “consultation” was involved in the sense of 

hearing the other side’s preferences with regard to action, even if their 

preferences were not then taken into account. Nevertheless, an important 

distinction that should be made here is that there is no evidence that the 

Turkish government specifically reached out to the EU for consultation. It did 

not request the EU opinion, or feedback on Turkish policy.  
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Although the EU’s opinion was not sought, the Turkish government agreed to 

participate in such meetings with the EU, which could mean the Turkish 

government regarded participation as a means to influence the EU attitude 

towards the regime. The Turkish government had such a motivation because 

initially it did not want the Assad regime to lose power in Syria. As in the case 

of Libya, the Turkish government had prioritised stability, which meant that it 

would support the regime until the situation became clearer. Also, essentially, 

the Turkish government felt that the EU should listen to what the Turkish 

government had to say because of the Turkish self-perception that Turkey 

was becoming a regional leader. The Turkish government also believed that 

the EU needed to realise the strategic importance of Turkey in the region and 

participation in such meetings provided an opportunity for the Turkish 

government to demonstrate to the EU that it was an important asset. For this 

reason when FM Davutoğlu participated in the Gymnich meetings, the EU 

leaders felt he was talking way too much, which was, according to an EU 

diplomat, the reason why he was not invited anymore (Interview EU06). 

According to another interviewed EU diplomat, FM Davutoğlu spoke as if he 

were a lecturer, telling the EU ministers the right way to act, and implying that 

Turkey knew the Middle East best, and that there was a “fatigue” of hearing 

Davutoğlu speak (Interview EU02). This is not specific to Syria and it applies 

to other cases, but the lecturing tone was heard mostly on how to deal with 

the Syrian crisis (Interview EU02).  
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In November 2011, in response to a question at the European Parliament, HR 

Ashton (2011a) stated, “the EU and Turkey are in close and regular contact 

on this issue [the crisis in Syria], including at the highest levels”. Evidence 

suggests a key motivation for such regular contacts could be the Turkish 

desire to demonstrate to the EU that it was a vital actor and influence EU 

policy in accordance with Turkish preferences to the best of its capacity. For 

this reason, the interaction does not qualify as substantial “consultation” 

although it is a step further than “unilateral information” since the EU was 

able to express its views on the crisis in bilateral and international meetings.  

 

As for whether the EU attempted to persuade the Turkish government to 

align itself with the EU position, in fact, Turkey along with other candidate 

countries were invited to align themselves. A political counsellor at the EU 

Delegation in Ankara explained: 

There is a constant channel of communication. We get instructions from 
Brussels to explain our policy to get Turkey on board. When we do 
sanctions we normally explain our position to our partners usually 
through the delegation here at the MFA or the dialogue covering the 
area. Turkey was a bit cautious on the sanction policy. We invited 
Turkey to try to follow them in the case of Syria. Sometimes Turkey 
follows and sometimes they don’t, it’s based on their assessment and 
all we can do is to try to explain our policy (Interview EU06). 

So, the EU did want Turkish support on this specific instance but the nature 

of interaction did not involve active and collective pressure from the EU on 

the Turkish government to align itself and take measures against the Assad 

government. As the EU diplomat mentioned, the EU’s attempt was more of a 
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procedural course of action – all candidates were usually invited to align and 

so was Turkey (Interview EU06). What is crucial here, however, is that the EU, 

valuing Turkish support on the matter, engaged in much information 

exchange with the Turkish government even though they held different views. 

According to the interviewee, the information exchange helped them to 

better understand each other’s policy (Interview EU06).  

 

The Turkish government decided to impose economic sanctions on 30 

November. An examination of Turkish motivation indicates that contacts with 

the EU were not influential in any way and that the main reason for the timing 

of Turkish decision was the declaration of the Arab League to impose 

sanctions. The Turkish decision makers even made it clear that the nature of 

sanctions was in line with the ones imposed by the Arab League.  

 

To elaborate, the Turkish government waited to see the Arab League 

decision on sanctions and then imposed sanctions just a few days later. It is 

important to revisit Davutoğlu’s three-stage strategy in order to make an 

assessment. By the time the Turkish government was in “bilateral 

engagement”, economic and political sanctions had already been imposed 

on the Assad regime by major powers such as the US and EU members. 

When “bilateral engagement” failed, the Turkish government pursued what 

Davutoğlu framed as a “regional initiative with the Arab League”. So, 

Davutoğlu himself revealed that they were coordinating with the Arab League 

regarding a response to crisis. The rationale for prioritising working together 
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with the Arab League was that they did not want what they considered to be 

“foreign intervention” in the region. “I participated in several Arab League 

meetings because we wanted a solution without any foreign intervention to 

our region”, Davutoğlu (2012a) highlighted. The emphasis on “foreign 

intervention” and a “regional solution” signifies that Turkey gave more weight 

to its consultations with the Arab League than to other actors, such as the 

EU. In other words, right from the beginning, coordination with the Arab 

League was the priority. This was why when Turkish decision makers were 

not able to convince Assad to make reforms, they sought the support of the 

Arab League and frequently met the heads of Arab states to discuss the 

situation. As the international pressure on the Assad regime mounted and the 

“bilateral engagement” failed, the Turkish government, in coordination with 

the Arab league, changed its stance. 

 

On 27 November 2011, attending the meeting after which the Arab League 

declared its sanctions, Davutoğlu stated that there was a “full agreement” 

between Turkey and the Arab League on Syria and that Turkey planned to 

impose sanctions “parallel” in nature (NTV, 2011b). Three days after the Arab 

League’s decision, on 30 November, Turkey finally imposed similar economic 

sanctions. Indeed, as with every decision, it is difficult to say it was only one 

factor (the Arab League’s decision in this case) that shaped the Turkish 

decision. It is possible that the positions of other actors, such as the US, 

played a role too, particularly because it would have been difficult and costly 

for the Turkish government to avoid imposing sanctions at a time when the 
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international pressure on the Assad regime was mounting. Nevertheless, the 

strong Turkish emphasis on a “regional initiative”, the timing of Turkish 

sanctions, and the fact that the Turkish sanctions were parallel in nature with 

those of the Arab League suggest that the Turkish government followed the 

steps of the Arab League, as it openly stated that it was intending to do. As a 

result, it is possible to see the Arab League as a major driver of a change in 

Turkish policy, that is, from a cautious approach to an actively critical 

approach.      

  

In terms of interactions with the EU, the information exchange also continued 

after the announcement of Turkish sanctions but it did not reach the degree 

of “consultation” for the reasons discussed. After the regional initiative with 

the Arab League, the Turkish government voiced opposition to the Syrian 

regime and urged the UNSC to act, as explained by Foreign Minister 

Davutoğlu (2012a). It is possible to claim that during this stage of Turkish 

reaction, the Turkish government mainly prioritised dialogue with UNSC 

members. So, for the Turkish government, individual EU member states in 

the UNSC were at the forefront in terms of the actors that the Turkish 

government was urging. The bottom line here is that, again, the EU as an 

actor was not seen as much worthy of cooperating with.   

 

In sum, the Turkish government did not immediately impose sanctions or call 

Assad to step aside, but the EU did. The question for both actors around 

potential cooperation was whether to criticise Assad and impose sanctions. 
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The key question for this analysis was whether there was any consultation 

with the EU when the Turkish government decided to impose sanctions and 

become critical of the Assad regime. Detailed and repeated discussions 

between EU and Turkish officials took place and there was information 

exchange both before and after the public announcement of the Turkish 

decision to impose sanctions on 30 November 2011. However, there is no 

evidence that the Turkish government sought EU feedback on Turkish policy, 

requested the EU position, or even reached out to the EU to inform it in 

advance about its positions. Therefore, it is hardly possible to say that 

substantial “consultation” took place. The interaction did not reach the 

“unilateral information” point either. The meetings with the EU, both bilateral 

and international, indicate that the EU was able to present its take on the 

crisis and that there was mutual information exchange throughout the CO. 

Therefore, the interaction was a step further than “unilateral information”.   

 

Overall, rationalism better explains Turkish motivations – both considering 

Turkey’s reaction to the crisis and its attitude to cooperation with the EU. The 

three-stage strategy Davutoğlu outlined was essentially a strategic 

adjustment of policy based on Turkish interests in Syria. Even though Turkish 

decision makers did not want to jeopardise their relationship with Assad, the 

on-going crisis compelled them to eventually take a critical stance, which 

was particularly a result of the failure of “bilateral engagement with Assad” 

that they had attempted and the monumental increase in the costs of not 

joining states imposing economic sanctions. 
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Seeking a higher level of cooperation would have been costly especially 

because of policy divergence from the EU and differences of views with 

regard to how to approach the crisis. “Co-decision” with the EU would have 

been particularly costly because the EU held different preferences on the 

issue of sanctions and it had voiced criticism earlier than the Turkish 

government, whereas the Syrian regime had a greater strategic value for the 

Turkish government. However, cooperation took place regardless. It is not 

possible to claim any substantial “consultation” took place because the 

Turkish government did not specifically aim for holding consultation or reach 

out to request the EU opinion. Yet, there was information exchange, which 

was not costly. Moreover, this is another example in which the EU wanted 

Turkish cooperation more rather than the other way around, which explains 

the absence of “consultation” and the nature of information exchange that 

involved the EU side from time to time making the effort to ascertain the 

Turkish positions. 

 

6.3. Turkish Reaction to the Creation of the “Friends 
of Syria Group” (CO6)  
 

After Russia and China vetoed a UNSC resolution on 4 February 2012, which 

would have backed an Arab League plan urging Assad to resign, France, with 

the support of the US, proposed creating a “Friends of Syria” group in order 

to establish a coalition of the willing in reaction to the failure of the UNSC to 

act. According to Davutoğlu (2012a), after the first two policy options in 

Figure 3 – “bilateral engagement with the Assad regime” and “regional 
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initiative with the Arab League” – did not work, the Turkish strategy was to 

“make it an international issue” through encouraging a collective response in 

the UNSC to put an end to the conflict. To this end, cooperation could 

potentially have taken place with the EU. This CO specifically concerns on 

the third stage in the Turkish response and whether cooperation with the EU 

took place when the Turkish government decided to join the international 

coalition. This section will examine the motivations of Turkish decision 

makers as well as the interactions with the EU in order to assess the degree 

of cooperation with the EU.  

 

The Turkish decision to participate in the coalition was a part of the three-

stage response and it was based on costs and benefits of action with regard 

to the crisis, as discussed in the previous section. When they joined the 

wider international community, Turkish decision makers became vocally 

critical of Assad, claiming that there was an “ethical responsibility” 

(Davutoğlu, 2012a) of Turkey to end the violence, and made arguments 

based on democracy promotion, which was not the kind of approach they 

had had towards the region prior to the Arab Spring (Öniş, 2012). Again 

rationalism better explains why they had to adjust their policy: because 

giving support to the Assad regime in the face of international pressure 

against the regime was no longer viable and there were now benefits of 

joining the wider international community too. For example, the Turkish 

government could play a leading role because of its proximity to the turmoil 
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and Turkish decision makers could demonstrate how they had made Turkey 

an actor influential in matters of global importance.  

 

When urging the UNSC did not work, there was an opportunity for 

cooperation with the EU regarding the international stance against the Assad 

regime. Similarly to the previous CO, there was frequent information 

exchange but no substantial “consultation” or “co-decision”. Turkish 

decision makers saw themselves in a position of strength and as key players 

in the solution of the conflict and therefore did not see it necessary to 

approach the EU for consultation. If anything, the EU was the party that 

approached the Turkish government for information. The Friends of Syria 

Group is a specific example of a forum in which the EU sought consultation 

with the Turkish government, especially because it hosted the Syrian 

opposition, which was an essential actor in the crisis. Overall, this CO was an 

opportunity for the Turkish government to demonstrate to the EU that it was 

a valuable asset in the region for EU foreign policy.  

 

The creation of the international coalition against the Syrian regime, the 

Friends of Syria Group (FSG), was a reaction to the inability of the UNSC to 

act. Western allies, particularly France, led the initiative with Arab states to 

create the coalition right after the Russian and Chinese veto. On the day of 

the veto, 4 February 2012, it was reported that the French President said he 

was consulting with the Arab and European countries to create a contact 

group on Syria to find a solution to the crisis (Irish, 2012). Turkey would also 
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be a part of this group, along with more than 60 other states. On 9 February 

2012, expressing his disappointment following the Russian and Chinese 

veto, Davutoğlu (2012a) made it clear that the Turkish government would also 

participate in this group. He argued that “an international platform to support 

Syrian people and reforms” was needed and then added, “We are currently 

reassessing this with the Arab League and with several colleagues in Europe. 

The nature of this platform will be specified after consultations” (ibid.). So, it 

is possible to say that “consultation” took place more with individual EU 

member states, primarily with France, in order to create this coalition, rather 

than with the EU as an actor.   

 

However, it is still possible to point to meetings between the EU and Turkey 

during this period in which the issue was discussed. There are two prominent 

examples of high-level official foreign policy interaction with the EU during 

this period. During Davutoğlu’s meetings in Washington on 10 February 

2012, HR Ashton telephoned Davutoğlu about developments in Syria. It was 

reported that she requested the conversation after which she invited him to 

the next EU Foreign Affairs Council (Sabah, 2012a). Also between 18 and 20 

February 2012, during the G20 Ministerial Meetings in Mexico, Davutoğlu 

discussed the issue of Syria with several leaders including HR Ashton (MFA, 

2012a). So, there was not only close contact – Ashton and Davutoğlu 

frequently having chances to talk and to update each other – but also 

instances in which the EU side took the initiative to reach out to the Turkish 

government to talk on the crisis in Syria.   
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After the creation of the group, the close contact continued. The Syrian 

conflict, as well as the reaction of the international community, was a major 

item on the agenda when high-level Turkish and EU officials met. For 

instance, a week before the second meeting of the FSG, which was held in 

Istanbul on 1 April 2012, the EU HR, Commissioner for Enlargement, Turkish 

FM and Turkish EU Minister met in Brussels for a Political Dialogue Meeting 

to discuss membership negotiations, as well as the situation in Syria (Today's 

Zaman, 2012). 

 

The way in which there were frequent and detailed meetings with the EU 

both before and after the Turkish government participated in the FSG means 

that there was more than just “unilateral information”. The EU was able to 

present its view on the crisis and the Turkish government was providing 

information about its own position.  

 

However, the Turkish government was not specifically seeking EU feedback 

on its policy with regard to the creation of FSG, or requesting meetings with 

the EU to discuss its policy, which means that the interaction did not reach 

the “consultation” level. It is not a straightforward case of “consultation” 

because there is no evidence suggesting that there was a will from the 

Turkish government to seek the EU opinion on the matter or indicating that 

Turkish officials reached out to the EU for consultation. Two points need to 

be highlighted here. First, as mentioned earlier, this is an instance in which 

the EU desired Turkish cooperation because of Turkey’s position as a key 
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player hosting the opposition and its proximity to the crisis. The EU 

consulted the Turkish government especially regarding matters concerning 

the Syrian opposition, which became an important issue, particularly in FSG 

meetings. An EU diplomat claimed that the EU had “a lot to learn from 

Turkey” particularly because Turkey hosted the Syrian opposition and the EU 

was passing messages to the opposition, for instance, about the need to be 

more inclusive, which was “a big message of the EU in the beginning” 

(Interview EU06). Confirming these claims and emphasising the importance 

of dialogue with Turkey, HR Ashton’s Turkey advisor at the time claimed that 

Turkey had “networks” and “niche contacts” in the Middle East that the EU 

didn’t and this was one of the main reasons why the EU wanted Turkey’s 

cooperation (Interview EU04). This is important information because it 

suggests that the EU was the side that was asking favours from the Turkish 

government and requesting cooperation rather than the other way around, 

which could be one of the explanations as to why there is no conclusive 

evidence indicating that the Turkish government approached the EU.    

 

In addition, there is evidence indicating that the EU was not seen as an actor 

that the Turkish government should have consultation with, and therefore not 

much importance was given to EU preferences. This attitude is evident from 

the comments of Turkish decision makers about the role of the EU during the 

uprising. For example, when asked about Syria and interactions with the EU 

at the time, the EU minister and chief negotiator of Turkey, Bağış, claimed 

that the EU was a “weak” actor and not capable of acting (Interview TR01). 
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He even argued that Turkey was the actor influencing the EU position: “Our 

initiatives and policies especially regarding the Friends of Syria meetings had 

a major impact on the Syria policies of other important actors including the 

EU” (Interview TR01). Similarly, when asked about discussions with the EU 

about Syria at the time, Çavuşoğlu, the deputy chairman of AKP in charge of 

foreign relations (later on minister for EU Affairs, then foreign minister since 

2015), argued that the EU had “no influence” on Turkish policy during talks 

because the EU had “no vision” and “no policy” (Interview TR11). Whether or 

not Turkish positions actually made any impact on EU policies is a different 

issue. The main point here is that the Turkish leadership was somewhat 

reluctant to consult the EU because it saw it as ineffective with respect to the 

conflict, which might also explain why the Turkish government prioritised 

cooperation with certain individual EU member states that they thought were 

influential, such as France. This point brings us to the question of why there 

was then any cooperation in the first place.     

 

Arguably, in the third stage of the response of the Turkish government, 

pushing the international community about the crisis in Syria, Turkish policy 

makers cooperated with the EU mainly because they wanted international 

support. Although they did not really believe the EU could make any 

significant difference, they agreed to get together with EU officials bilaterally 

and talked about the FSG and the international response to the crisis in Syria 

in general. For them, presumably the only area in which EU opinion could be 

useful was if it backed Turkish positions so that the Turkish position could be 
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internationally accepted. The third stage of the Turkish reaction was making 

the issue international and having meetings with the EU was a part of this 

policy. The key point here is that through these meetings the Turkish 

government was not so much seeking EU opinion or feedback on Turkish 

policy but rather it was following the third stage of its policy, which was 

based on urging the international community to increase the pressure on the 

Syrian regime. Therefore, cooperation with the EU involved a projection of 

Turkish interests with regard to the crisis in general.  

 

Again, rationalism better explains the Turkish behaviour since it was an 

extension of the strategic adjustment of behaviour after bilateral engagement 

with the Assad regime had not worked. It was beneficial for the Turkish 

government to explain itself to the international community, and to the EU, 

which in return might have allowed them to play a leading role in the 

international coalition, which planned to shape the movement of change in 

Syria. The Turkish government did not believe the EU could be a significant 

actor, which explains the lack of substantial consultation, but still wanted to 

sit together with the EU, as to do so was a part of its policy of making the 

issue international.  

 

When the FSG was created, the desire of the Turkish government was to be 

able to play an influential role and to be recognised as an important actor in 

the region. To this end, cooperation with the EU took place. As for specific 

explanatory factors determining the costs and benefits of cooperation with 
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the EU, it could be claimed that achieving recognition as a key actor in the 

international response was the main benefit of having information exchange 

and meetings with the EU. It was not beneficial to have a higher degree of 

cooperation because the EU was not seen as a relevant actor that could 

make a change with regard to the solution of the crisis.   

	

6.4. Turkish Reaction to the Record Refugee Influx 6-8 
April 2012 (CO7)  
 

This CO is embedded in the broader Syrian refugee crisis and the Turkish 

reaction thereto. This analysis only addresses the initial period, when a high 

number of refugees started arrive in Turkey. The initial Turkish reaction and 

attitude towards the resolution of the problem typify the overall Turkish 

approach to cooperation with the EU during the broader refugee crisis.  

 

Cooperation with the EU during this CO could have taken place with the aim 

of finding a solution to the Syrian refugee crisis. It should, however, be noted 

that initially, the EU did not need Turkish cooperation so much, but this 

changed later when the refugee crisis started to affect EU member states 

due to irregular migration. Although cooperation with the EU could potentially 

help the Turkish government regarding the management of refugees, Turkish 

decision makers believed they did not need any help, mainly because they 

thought the crisis would be over soon. 
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Ankara was alarmed on the weekend of 6-8 April 2012 due to a record 

increase in the number of Syrians fleeing to Turkey as a consequence of 

violence escalating in Syria. The total number of Syrian refugees rapidly 

reaching nearly 25,000, coupled with shots being fired from Syria on refugee 

camps in Turkey on 9 April 2012, made the refugee issue an issue that 

needed urgent attention for the Turkish government. The crisis presented an 

opportunity for cooperation with the EU. The Turkish government had the 

chance to consult the EU and include the EU in its decision-making process 

while formulating a response in order to address this foreign policy issue.  

 

Similarly to the previous case, there was no substantial “consultation”. The 

main difference with this CO was that the EU offered help to the Turkish 

government specifically on the issue of Syrian refugees but the Turkish 

government turned it down. There is clear evidence that “consultation” was 

avoided, since EU help would have required closer coordination involving the 

use of EU funds to help Syrian refugees. This analysis first examines the 

reaction and motivation of the Turkish government, then goes on to analyse 

the extent of cooperation with the EU and interactions between the EU and 

Turkish officials regarding this CO and the refugee crisis in general.  

 

The Turkish reaction to the crisis at the border is important to analyse 

because it shows how the Turkish government behaved and the kind of 

attitude displayed toward the EU while making policy. Since the beginning of 

the Syrian uprising, Turkey kept its borders open to civilians fleeing from 
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Syria and created refugee camps. When a record number of people crossed 

the border after which shots were fired toward Turkey, the government 

wanted to resolve the issue of refugees once and for all before it got out of 

hand. When numbers rapidly increased, FM Davutoğlu called UN Secretary 

General Ban Ki-moon and asked for humanitarian aid (Daily Sabah, 2012). It 

was reported that Davutoğlu said, "Come to our border and see for yourself 

what is transpiring. It is now time you intervene" and after the conversation 

UN observers headed for the Turkish border (ibid.). After shots were fired, the 

Turkish government immediately began to lobby members of the UNSC to 

encourage the formulation of a collective response including the 

condemnation of Assad (Anadolu Agency, 2012a). Among those FM 

Davutoğlu called were the French FM and British FM (ibid.). On the same 

day, PM Erdoğan made a statement emphasising the urgency of the matter 

and expressing concerns. He said:  

Up until today we have taken nearly 25,000 people as temporary 
asylum seekers. Where would this number reach? 100,000? More? We 
cannot close these doors… At the moment, the total cost of them for us 
is 150,000,000 dollars… We will want UN intervention… (Hürriyet, 
2012c). 

 

In these statements the Turkish government clearly urges the international 

community to intervene. As pointed out earlier, when there is an issue 

threatening border security, it is generally more beneficial for Turkey to bring 

in the international community and specifically to use the NATO framework 

for encouraging a collective response. It is therefore costly for the Turkish 
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government to consult actors that it does not believe are capable of acting. 

Here, the Turkish government did not see the EU as a capable actor in terms 

of initiating a military response for the solution of the crisis. What the Turkish 

government essentially wanted, and voiced in various international meetings, 

was the creation of a buffer zone enforced by military force with the help of 

the international community (Haberturk, 2012). When the violence escalated 

and the number of refugees dramatically increased, the refugee crisis started 

to become a security issue for the Turkish government. The important point 

here is that the Turkish government wanted an international intervention 

similar to the one in the case of Libya and stressed the point that it was not 

only the problem of Turkey but also an international problem and that the UN 

and NATO needed to act. Arguably, the Turkish government believed it was 

possible for the international community to intervene and for the regime to 

change soon with the help of intervention. For this reason, the states that the 

Turkish government approached were the ones that it believed could initiate 

international action, such as the NATO and UNSC allies, primarily the UK, 

France and the US. Therefore, the EU was not the first organisation the 

Turkish government preferred to approach to discuss the situation.     

 

Although the Turkish government did not prioritise consultation with the EU, 

Foreign Minister Davutoğlu was in touch with EU officials in bilateral and 

international meetings and the issue of Syria was frequently on the agenda. 

According to HR Ashton’s Turkey advisor, HR Ashton was one of the people 

that Foreign Minister Davutoğlu frequently spoke to (Interview EU04). To give 
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a specific example, on 11 April 2012, right after the record refugee influx, 

Foreign Minister Davutoğlu addressed a G8 meeting via video conference 

and exchanged views with ministers at the meeting where HR Ashton was 

also present (Anadolu Agency, 2012b; European Council, 2012a). 

Responding to a question on cooperation with Turkey on Syrian refugees, HR 

Ashton herself at the time stated, “The EU and Turkey are in close contact on 

developments in Syria. We appreciate Turkey’s role in Syria and in particular 

the hosting in Turkey of tens of thousands of Syrian refugees and part of the 

Syrian opposition” and indicated that the EU was determined to work 

together with Turkey and support its efforts regarding the Syrian refugees 

(Interview EU10). FM Davutoğlu also frequently made similar emphasises on 

“close contact”, stating, for instance, that he was in “constant” contact with 

HR Ashton on Syria – “Sometimes we see each other a couple of times in 

one week…perhaps we are the only two ministers who meet most 

frequently”, he said (Davutoğlu, 2012c). 

 

Evidence suggests that there was more than “unilateral information” because 

there was mutual information exchange in which the EU also had a chance to 

present its views on the issue of refugees. However, as discussed earlier, 

because the Turkish government did not reach out to the EU to seek its view 

or feedback on the Turkish policy and prioritised talking to allies that were 

capable of initiating an international response, which the Turkish government 

wanted, it is hardly possible to say that there was substantial “consultation” 

with the EU. In fact, as this analysis will highlight, the Turkish government 
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turned down an EU offer at the time of this CO which could have helped the 

Turkish government to deal with the issue more effectively and led to more 

consultation with regard to the use of EU funds. The Turkish attitude to the 

EU offer signifies that consultation with the EU was not desired and the 

Turkish government thought they would handle the situation without help. 

 

It should be noted that information exchange also continued after the Turkish 

action with regard to this CO and there were several layers to the interaction. 

Over the course of the Syrian refugee crisis, the EU member states and the 

Commission supported Turkey’s initiative with regard to Syrian refugees and 

provided financial aid (European Commission, 2014). Again, this is an area in 

which the EU needed Turkish cooperation because over time the large 

numbers of refugees crossing borders to reach the EU became a concern 

and most notably a €3bn refugee deal was done between the EU and the 

Turkish government to tackle the refugee crisis and curb irregular migration 

to the EU in 2015. The interaction not only took place at the top political 

level, it also took place on the ground. For instance, the European 

Commission's Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection Department (ECHO) 

sent personnel to Turkey as the number of Syrians was rising in late 2012 to 

be permanently present in Turkey. Having an office also in Gaziantep near 

the Syrian border, ECHO’s mission was to assist Syrian refugees in Turkey as 

well as to carry out operations in the region, while “discussing and 

negotiating with Turkish authorities and actors” (Interview EU09). So, there 
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were various layers to the interaction and close communication continued 

throughout the crisis.  

  

However, the narrative provided by most of the public speeches at the time 

of this CO – the EU helping Turkey and Turkey working closely with the EU – 

rather reflects what was at the surface of the EU-Turkey relationship 

regarding Syrian refugees. In fact, as a Turkish diplomat claimed (Interview 

TR09), especially until the recent deal in 2015, there was considerable 

tension and resentment toward the EU with the Turkish side believing that 

the EU was not helpful, which brings us to the question of what kind of help 

the Turkish government would have expected.  

 

An example of this resentment can be found in a speech by the Turkish 

President in 2015, in which he accused the world, including the EU, of being 

merely spectators to the crisis. He said: “There are 1,700,000 Syrians in 

Turkey. The total expenditure has been 5.5 billion dollars. The total financial 

contribution around the world is about 250 million dollars” (BBC, 2015). So, 

the main Turkish criticism was that although Turkey hosted so many Syrian 

refugees it had to bear a heavy financial burden on its own. In other words, 

what the Turkish government expected was either more financial help or 

some distribution of refugees to decrease the total cost to the Turkish 

government. The issue, however, is not so straightforward and a particular 

incident between the Turkish government and the EU that took place around 
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the time of this CO sheds light on the Turkish behaviour as well as the 

underlying reason why there was no substantial “consultation” with the EU.  

 

According to HR Ashton’s Turkey advisor and a senior Turkish diplomat, the 

EU offered financial help at the time of this CO but the Turkish government 

did not want it (Interviews TR09 and EU04). HR Ashton’s Turkey advisor 

explains in the following way: 

We offered financial support when there were 20-30,000 refugees in 
Turkey. And that offer was turned down by Turkey. So, you could say 
that that was a missed opportunity. Now we find that there is 1.5 million 
and possibly near 2 million in Turkey and there is great resentment from 
Turkey that the EU and the West hasn’t supported it. The offer wasn’t 
accepted when this was a much smaller problem. Now, it’s a massive 
problem (Interview EU04). 

This was a missed opportunity because it could have potentially helped 

the Turkish government deal with the problem more effectively before it 

got out of control and presumably allowed more consultation between the 

EU and Turkey. 

 

The official reason for rejecting the offer was that the EU would have 

transferred the money through the international NGOs and UN 

organisations that it was working with, but the Turkish government was 

not keen to register these groups. According to a retired officer who 

worked at the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the Turkish 

government essentially said, “Thank you but we have the capacity to deal 
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with this” (T24, 2013). Commenting on why it was turned down, the Turkey 

advisor to the HR explained: 

So, I think what Turkey basically wanted from the EU was a cheque, a 
cheque written to the government in Ankara saying here is X million to 
spend on your camps. That’s not the way we do it. We give our money 
to international NGOs, like UNHCR or the Red Cross (Interview EU04).  

Similarly, a former EU ambassador to Turkey commented:  

Back then the EU offered assistance to Turkey and Turkey refused. The 
official reason for refusing was that the EU was used to working with 
international NGOs and UN organizations; Turkey was not. Turkey said 
‘you just have to write blank cheques to AFAD’ – the emergency agency 
– and that would be it. Of course, the EU cannot do that. So, whether 
the reason was genuine whether they had other things to hide, the 
question is open, but it didn’t happen (Interview EU03). 

A senior Turkish diplomat involved in EU-Turkey negotiations admitted 

that “the main issue was that the government thought they wouldn’t need 

any EU help and that the crisis wouldn’t last so long, reaching millions of 

refugees” (Interview TR09). It is therefore possible to claim that the 

fundamental reason why the Turkish government turned down the offer 

was that it thought the humanitarian crisis would soon be over and 

President Assad would be removed from power, similarly to Gaddafi in 

Libya. The Turkish government would then have ideally taken the credit for 

hosting Syrians without needing any support.  
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This example is important for this analysis because it helps explain the 

Turkish attitude towards cooperation with the EU during the time of this 

CO. The key issue of cooperation, as discussed, was how to respond to 

the record refugee influx and this analysis has examined whether 

consultation with the EU took place during the Turkish foreign policy 

decision-making process. The Turkish action was to consult allies that it 

believed were capable of initiating an international action that might 

resolve the issue of the refugees. Examining the Turkish action, it is 

possible to claim that the EU was not particularly an actor that the Turkish 

government approached for consultation. Information exchange took 

place between EU and Turkish officials and they were in regular contact, 

which indicates that there was more than “unilateral information”, however 

the way in which the Turkish government prioritised its UNSC and NATO 

allies while turning down the EU offer for help indicates that there was no 

substantial “consultation”. In fact, as the example makes clear, the Turkish 

government avoided consultation with the EU, thought they would be able 

to handle the situation without EU help, and even asked the EU to transfer 

money directly, knowing that this was incompatible with the way the EU 

worked.  

 

In sum, there was no benefit of substantial “consultation” with the EU 

because it was seen as a weak actor that could not help resolve the 

refugee crisis, whereas prioritising consultations with NATO and UNSC 

allies was more beneficial. Nevertheless, regular contacts continued, 
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which indicates that the Turkish government valued its foreign policy 

dialogue with the EU, although it was resentful, as the refugee crisis did 

not end as Turkish decision makers expected.  

	

6.5. Turkish Reactions to the Syrian Downing of 
Turkish Plane on 22 June 2012 and to the Akçakale 
Shelling on 3 October 2012 (CO8)  
 
 
Two important incidents, the Syrian downing of a Turkish plane on 22 June 

2012 and the Akçakale shelling on 3 October 2012, will here be discussed 

together because they concern a similar issue: does Turkey retaliate militarily 

to attacks on its territory and planes? The main issue around potential 

cooperation was the extent to which the EU view was taken into account 

when the Turkish government consulted allies in the international community 

and whether any consultation with the EU took place.  

 

This is an example of a CO in which there was only “unilateral information”. 

The EU was not seen as a capable actor that would help Turkey achieve 

what it wanted: a buffer zone and more international engagement in the 

conflict. It should also be noted that these are hard security issues, which 

explains why the Turkish government directly engaged in consultations with 

NATO allies while the EU was only informed about Turkish action. This 

analysis finds that “unilateral information” took place mainly aimed at asking 

for expressions of solidarity from the EU. Therefore, a rationalist approach 

that underlines security concerns and urgency of action would better explain 



 

 261 

the interaction with the EU that was at the “unilateral information” point, 

rather than an approach that explains cooperation taking place as a result of 

norms or identities.     

 

On 22 June 2012, the Syrian army shot down a Turkish jet killing the jet’s 

pilots and greatly escalating tension between the two countries. The main 

Turkish preference at this point was to urge an international reaction that 

would help facilitate the creation of a buffer zone enforced by military force 

and the escalation of tension with Syria was one of the main reasons why the 

Turkish government sought international support. The main difference 

between Turkish and EU preferences was that the EU, although concerned, 

was disengaged and more averse to military conflict since there was no 

direct threat to it. The potential for cooperation concerned whether the 

Turkish government also reached out to the EU when they were formulating 

their response in the aftermath of the incident. Therefore, examining Turkish 

behaviour over the following days is important to assess the nature of 

Turkey’s interaction with the EU.  

 

The Turkish government did not reach out to the EU for consultation on the 

matter. However, it informed the EU for the purpose of asking for 

expressions of solidarity. The first official Turkish statement read that PM 

Erdoğan had gathered ministers and generals for an emergency security 

meeting and that Turkey would take the necessary steps after all the 

information about the incident had been gathered (Bostan, 2012b). There 
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were immediately talks and a public debate on whether Turkey should take 

the issue to NATO in order to make it an Article 5 case and retaliate together 

with NATO allies, or at least to intimidate the Syrian regime (ibid.). On the 

same day, a spokesperson for the US Government made a statement saying 

that the issue had not yet been brought to NATO and that if there was a 

request they would help search and rescue efforts (ibid.). As a result of the 

emergency meeting in Ankara, the Turkish government declared that the 

downing of the plane had been a “hostile” act and requested consultations 

under Article 4 of NATO charter in order to discuss its response to the 

shooting down of its warplane (BBC, 2012a). As a result, it was not an Article 

5 case, but NATO strongly condemned the attack and expressed that it 

stood together with Turkey (BBC, 2012b). As a reaction to the attack, the 

Turkish policy was to warn the Syrian regime and change its rules of 

engagement so that any Syrian troops approaching the Turkish border would 

be seen as a military threat (ibid.). 

 

Due to the incident being a hard security issue, the Turkish government 

prioritised consultation with its allies in NATO. The EU was informed about 

Turkish policy and was asked to express solidarity with Turkey; however, the 

main strategy of the Turkish government was to secure the backing of the 

NATO alliance because of the strategic value of consultation with NATO 

being high when considering how to respond. The Turkish government 

consulted individual members of the EU in NATO, such as the UK and 

France, but the EU as a body was only informed about how Turkish policy 
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would take shape. A first counsellor at the EU Delegation in Ankara explained 

the interaction with Turkish officials at that time in the following way:  

What they did was to have a collective briefing during the Syria crisis 
regarding the plane incident. It was a mix of mainly EU and US 
ambassadors. They invited the EU ambassador, the head of the EU 
delegation, as well as the ambassadors of all EU states. All EU 
members were briefed. They wanted solidarity from partners and then 
they also explained the policy that they decided to follow (Interview 
EU06).  
 

So, this is only “unilateral information”, because they had made up their mind 

about their policy, which was based on seeing the downing as a hostile act 

and changing the rules of engagement. When asked about the nature of the 

meeting and whether, for instance, the EU was able to make comments or 

offer feedback at all, including before and after the meeting, the interviewee 

explained that the interaction between the EU and Turkey was only based on 

the Turkish government explaining the policy that it had already formed and 

asking the EU to express solidarity. The interviewee also said:  

No [there was no opportunity to provide feedback] it was more a 
meeting where Turkey explained its policy and took some questions for 
if we needed any clarification and that was it. They wanted us to 
express solidarity when the plane was shot down, before Turkish 
position. They explained what kind of a reaction Turkey would give. 
They had already formed their position on their side when they informed 
us – so it was just about informing us about their position. They were in 
consultation with NATO when the briefing happened (Interview EU06).  
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What is important here is that although the Turkish government did not 

hold consultations with the EU to discuss its response, as it did with NATO 

members, the EU was still a part of the Turkish strategy because the 

government valued EU support. They were interested in the EU making a 

statement of solidarity, backing the Turkish response, and to this end, they 

informed the EU. The ad hoc meeting mentioned in this example was 

indeed in addition to the Davutoğlu-Ashton dialogue, which, according to 

interviewees, also continued on this matter (Interviews EU06 and EU02).  

 

The day after Turkey requested consultations under Article 4, the EU 

Council issued a statement in support of Turkey “condemning” the 

shooting down of the plane, and declared that it “once more reinforced EU 

sanctions against the Syrian regime” in response to the escalation of 

violence (European Council, 2012b). So, the Turkish government soon 

received the expression of solidarity it was asking for. As a result, it is 

possible to make the assessment that, with regard to this incident, the 

relationship was based on “unilateral information” aimed at securing EU 

support for Turkish action. The exchange of information took place based 

on the fact that there were informal conversations between Ashton and 

Davutoğlu after the Turkish action was clear and considering the EU, 

through its policies, backed the Turkish position.  

 

The Akçakale shelling can be seen as an escalation in the conflict between 

Turkey and Syria. Similarly, there was “unilateral information” and EU support 
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was sought for Turkish action. On 3 October 2012, Syrian shells hit the 

Turkish town of Akçakale killing five civilians and bringing Turkey and Syria to 

the edge of war. Cooperation with the EU, again, would have ideally involved 

consultation with the EU about a Turkish response. This incident was also a 

hard security issue for Turkey and it confirms the findings discussed in the 

plane incident – when the Turkish government feels a security threat, it 

immediately turns to its NATO allies and interaction with the EU stays at the 

information point mainly in requesting expressions of solidarity. Consultation 

with NATO then becomes the top priority because the Turkish government 

entertains the idea that it could be an Article 5 case. Even if it does not end 

up an Article 5 case, consulting NATO has symbolic value intended to 

intimidate the aggressor. In this case, the EU was, again, informed about 

what the Turkish response would be and it was asked to show solidarity with 

Turkey. This is, once more, important, as it shows that the EU was a part of 

Turkish strategy to gain international support.  

 

An immediate reaction came from Turkish Deputy PM who stated, “Turkey 

will retaliate. This last incident was the final straw” (Radikal, 2012). Referring 

to the obligations of NATO members under the Article 5, he urged NATO to 

act (ibid.). Once information was obtained from the Turkish General Staff and 

from the governor of the city in which Akçakale was located, FM Davutoğlu 

telephoned the UN Secretary General to pass on information (Hürriyet, 

2012d). The government then requested NATO consultations under Article 4 

and began to lobby its NATO partners for a collective response, which meant 
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retaliation under the NATO framework that could pave the way for an 

international intervention or a creation of a buffer zone. As was also the case 

in the downing of the plane, there was a debate in policy circles whether it 

could qualify as an Article 5 case (T24, 2012). Condemning the incident and 

supporting Turkey, NATO gathered for consultation but agreed it was not 

(yet) an Article 5 case (NATO, 2012; T24, 2012). So, once again, it did not 

qualify as an Article 5 case. It was reported that NATO allies had “no 

appetite” for being dragged into the conflict although Turkey was pushing for 

a more muscular response from the alliance including a military intervention 

(Traynor, 2012). However, the Turkish government was able to gather 

support for its action, which was military retaliation. 

 

In a short time, Turkey moved tanks and anti-craft missiles into Akçakale and 

began bombing targets in Syria belonging to the Syrian army in retaliation 

based on the rules of engagement, which the Turkish government had 

changed in the previous incident concerning the Turkish plane. At this stage, 

FM Davutoğlu was reaching out to allies to gather expressions of support for 

the action. It was reported that the US Secretary of State “promised” FM 

Davutoğlu that he had “full US backing” for military retaliation (Hürriyet Daily 

News, 2012). He also personally called the British Foreign Secretary and 

received a similar message of support (Hürriyet, 2012a). Here, looking at the 

Turkish behaviour, it could be claimed that the response was based on 

consultation with NATO allies, especially the US and UK whose support was 

essential. In addition, the Turkish government sought to ensure that its 
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response was legitimate through informing the UN and discussing it with the 

UN Secretary General, while at the same time seeking support from the 

international community. It should also be noted that as a part of the Turkish 

response, a day after the incident, the Turkish Parliament passed a motion 

authorising military ground troops to enter “foreign countries” for operations, 

which was more of a symbolic gesture to intimidate the Syrian government 

as it was not expected to be carried out (Peker and Malas, 2012). 

 

The Turkish government also made sure the EU was informed about its 

response and asked the EU to express support for the Turkish policy. 

Because the intention of the government was mainly to inform the EU of its 

response, cooperation was limited to information only, as in the previous 

incident. In the immediate aftermath of the shelling, a spokesperson for HR 

Ashton made a statement saying, “We are in touch with our delegation in 

Turkey. We are evaluating the information about the incident happened 

recently” (Aktan, 2012). A diplomat at the EU Mission to Turkey who was 

present at the delegation at the time explained exactly what happened while 

they were gathering information for Brussels from Turkish counterparts. As 

the interviewee explained, the Turkish government invited the EU for an ad 

hoc meeting, similar to the one that had taken place after the plane incident, 

in order to inform the EU about the policy the government would follow, while 

asking for expressions of solidarity (Interview EU06). The interviewee also 

pointed out that the Turkish government would rather inform “partners like 

the US and UK” than the EU about military matters (e.g., the same kind of 
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briefing did not happen for the EU after the Operation Shah Euphrates in 

February 2015 (Interview EU02, EU06)). Yet, what is important here in this 

case is that the government reached out to the EU to inform and also ask for 

support.  

 

Expressing support for Turkey, Ashton released a statement on the day 

following the incident and condemned the shelling. Expressing solidarity with 

Turkey, she said, “such violations of Turkey’s sovereignty cannot be 

tolerated” (Ashton, 2012a). She also publicly stated that she was “in contact 

with Foreign Minister Davutoğlu”, which indicates that, in addition to the EU 

Delegation being briefed in Ankara, ministers were also in touch (ibid). 

 

In sum, the interaction was at the “unilateral information” point because the 

Turkish government had already decided when it informed the EU about the 

action it was going take. The information was aimed at securing EU support 

for Turkish policy, which was a part of a broader Turkish strategy to lobby 

actors in the international arena. After the Turkish action, the Turkish 

government and the EU stayed in touch and the EU expressed its support for 

the Turkish action. The interaction lacked “consultation” because the Turkish 

government did not discuss its position with the EU or provide an 

opportunity for the EU to comment: it only briefed the EU.  

 

As an explanation of the degree of cooperation, it can be claimed that it was 

not beneficial to cooperate with the EU for a number of reasons. First, the EU 
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was not seen as a capable actor that could help the Turkish government 

obtain what it wanted, which was a muscular international response involving 

military elements and presumably leading to the creation of a buffer zone 

between the Syrian and Turkish borders. The main way in which cooperation 

with the EU could be beneficial for the Turkish government was if it gave 

support and expressed solidarity with Turkey, which explains why the Turkish 

interaction with the EU was based on only informing the EU.  

 

Second, as mentioned, these were hard security issues and it is generally 

costlier for the Turkish government to consult actors than to proceed with 

unilateral action because of the urgency of action. Here, the Turkish 

government did not proceed with unilateral action and consulted NATO allies 

but the aim was to secure support so that Turkey would have international 

backing while retaliating.  

 

Third, the EU was averse to being drawn into a military conflict. For this 

reason, consultation or co-decision with the EU would have been costly. As it 

turned out, the NATO allies were also reluctant to engage militarily and they 

had concerns about the possible consequences of a NATO action. For 

instance, the NATO Secretary General expressed “great concern” about the 

Akçakale shelling but mentioned that Syria was a “very, very complex 

society” and that “foreign military interventions could have broader impacts” 

(Traynor, 2012). The main point here is that bringing it to the attention of 

NATO was still beneficial because it had symbolic value. It legitimised the 
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Turkish retaliation, since the allies were informed and offered support, and 

sent a strong intimidating message that the country that had been attacked 

was a NATO ally that would not hesitate to bring in the NATO bloc into the 

crisis if necessary.      

 

6.7. Conclusion  
 

The broader pattern regarding the COs discussed in this chapter is that there 

is a lack of conclusive evidence that the Turkish government incorporated EU 

preferences, gave the EU opportunity to provide feedback on its policy, or 

adjusted its behaviour based on discussion with the EU. Therefore, there was 

no “consultation”. Instead, the interactions were generally closer to the 

“unilateral information” point.   

 

Examining the COs individually, it is possible to claim that there is a certain 

degree of variation with regard to the outcomes in terms of cooperation. In 

the first CO of this chapter, which concerned the initial Turkish response and 

Turkish decision to impose sanctions, there was more than “unilateral 

information” because the EU and Turkish officials met in international and 

bilateral settings in which Syria was on the agenda. The EU had a chance to 

present its view on the crisis, which was different from the Turkish 

government’s views. The Turkish government was reluctant to criticise the 

Syrian regime at first because its strategic importance to the Turkish 

government was high and it would have been a costly action to become 
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hostile to the regime right away without seeing whether Assad would comply 

with Turkish requests for reform. FM Davutoğlu claimed that the Turkish 

government had a three-stage response – they tried to approach Assad 

bilaterally, then they worked with the Arab league, and at the end they urged 

the international actors to take measures against the regime. Examining the 

timing of the Turkish decision to impose sanctions, it is possible to claim that 

the Arab League was highly influential. Following the steps of the Arab 

League was in fact consistent with the Davutoğlu’s three-stage strategy, 

which was essentially based on making strategic policy adjustments after it 

had become clearer that bilateral engagement with Assad had not worked. 

To put it briefly, the Turkish government became critical of the Assad regime 

when the costs of being critical decreased after the international pressure 

against the regime increased and they were not able to keep appearing to 

support an oppressive regime.  

 

Another important point about interaction with the EU during this CO was 

that the Turkish government frequently emphasised that Turkey was a 

valuable asset to EU foreign policy. In fact, the desire to demonstrate to the 

EU that they should follow the Turkish lead with regard to the crisis is one of 

the reasons why Turkish decision makers often talked about Syria when they 

met with the EU even though they did not believe the EU was a capable 

actor. It should also be stressed that this was an instance in which the EU 

sought Turkish cooperation more, rather than the other way around because 
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the Turkish government was hosting the Syrian opposition and because of its 

links to key actors inside Syria.  

 

The second CO in this chapter specifically focused on Turkish participation in 

the FSG and whether consultations with the EU took place with regard to 

this. Similarly to the previous CO, there was frequent information exchange 

but no substantial consultation or coordination. Turkish decision makers saw 

themselves in a position of strength and as key players in the solution of the 

conflict and therefore did not see it necessary to approach the EU for 

consultation. There was more than “unilateral information” because there 

was mutual information exchange.  

 

Again, rationalism better explains Turkish behaviour since it was an extension 

of the strategic adjustment of behaviour after bilateral engagement with the 

Assad regime had failed. Dialogue with the EU was a part of Turkish policy to 

explain itself to the international community, which in return might have 

allowed them to play a leading role in the international coalition that planned 

to shape the movement of change in Syria.  

 

The third CO this chapter examined, the Turkish reaction to the record 

refugee influx and shots fired on camps in Turkey, was another example of a 

lack of substantial consultation. There was potential for cooperation when 

the Turkish government was formulating its response. However, the EU was 

not seen as a capable actor that could help Turkey achieve what it was 
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aiming to achieve: international intervention and possibly a buffer zone to be 

enforced between Turkey and Syria. A key finding in this CO concerned the 

Turkish government turning down EU financial help thinking that it would be 

able to handle the situation on its own, which shows the general Turkish 

attitude towards cooperation with the EU. It would have been costly to have 

conducted substantial “consultation” with the EU because it was seen as a 

weak actor that could not help resolve the refugee crisis, whereas prioritising 

consultations with NATO and UNSC allies was more beneficial. 

 

The fourth CO, concerning the Turkish reactions to the plane downing and 

shelling incidents, was an example of “unilateral information”. There was 

potential for cooperation when the Turkish government was formulating its 

response and this analysis examined whether there was any consultation in 

the process. The Turkish government formulated its policy, which was based 

on military retaliation, without discussing it with the EU. It prioritised NATO 

allies because it wanted a military intervention and a buffer zone to be 

established. The NATO allies did not think it was an Article 5 case but 

supported Turkey in its action. The EU was briefed because the Turkish 

government wanted expressions of solidarity from the EU. It was costly to 

consult the EU not just because the EU was reluctant with regard to military 

intervention but also because it was seen as incapable of acting. The 

beneficial course of action in this case was to inform the NATO allies, see 

whether these allies could come in and intervene, and request expressions of 

solidarity.  
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In the first three COs, there was more than “unilateral information”, mainly 

because the EU and the Turkish government had time to meet in bilateral and 

international settings and exchanged information on Syria. The key overall 

finding is that the Turkish government did not wish for substantial 

consultation with the EU. It was not interested in reaching out to the EU to 

request feedback on its policy, primarily because it saw the EU as an actor 

that could not make much of a difference to the crisis. This was the case 

even with regard to refugees. This was a particular area in which EU help, 

which presumably would have led to consultation, could have been useful to 

the Turkish government in handling the situation more effectively. However, 

the Turkish government avoided consultation with the EU, mainly because 

Turkish decision makers thought that there would be an international 

intervention and that the crisis would not last long or turn into a complex civil 

war.  

 

The final CO was, however, significantly different from the others because 

there was only “unilateral information”. Again, a rationalist approach better 

helps explain the degree of cooperation. Since the plane downing and 

shelling incidents were hard security issues, it was less costly to proceed 

with unilateral information. The Turkish government only consulted NATO 

allies because they were the actors that could initiate an international military 

offensive and it was beneficial to bring the issue to the attention of NATO. 

Because the EU was incapable of acting, it was only informed in order to 

request an expression of support for Turkish military retaliation. Overall, 
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across the COs the Turkish reaction was based more on interests than 

identity or norms of appropriate behaviour.  

 

In terms of specific explanatory factors, it could be claimed that, across the 

COs, the urgency of action and hard security matters caused variation in the 

sense that they lowered the degree of cooperation, as was the case with the 

shot down of the Turkish plane and the shelling of the Turkish town (CO8). 

Examining COs individually, in CO5, a variation of power politics and 

economic reasons were influential factors when the Turkish government 

delayed criticising Assad. In CO6, the Turkish government wanted to play a 

leading role in the international community for strategic reasons but the EU 

was not seen as an actor that could help. So, power politics was also 

relevant in this CO as an aspect of the behaviour of the Turkish government. 

The EU was also not seen as a capable actor in CO7 and CO8 that could 

help the Turkish government to influence the international community, which 

made cooperation not beneficial.     
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
Turkey’s Foreign Policy Cooperation 
with the EU in Post-Uprising Egypt 
				
	

After Hosni Mubarak was overthrown in 2011, Mohamed Morsi was elected 

as president in 2012. Following the protests against his rule in June 2013, a 

coup d’état took place and General Abdel Fattah el-Sisi took office. 

Considering that leaders were ousted twice in Egypt, it is useful to extend 

this analysis to examine COs in the post-Mubarak era. Specifically, this 

chapter focuses on the protests against Morsi and the coup to replace him. 

As in the previous cases, this chapter makes an assessment of Turkish 

behaviour with regard to foreign policy cooperation with the EU and 

examines whether there was consultation with the EU before and after the 

public announcement of Turkish positions.  

 

Table 11 summarises the COs as well as the outcomes in terms of 

cooperation with the EU. Security forces and anti-Morsi protesters clashed in 

Port Said on the second anniversary of the beginning of the 2011 revolution. 

CO9 will examine the reaction of the Turkish government to the killings in 

Port Said on 26 January 2013 as part of the Turkish reaction to anti-Morsi 

protests starting on 22 November 2012. CO10 will specifically focus on the 

reaction of the Turkish government to the removal of Morsi on 3 July 2013 by 

Sisi. CO11 will discuss the reaction of the Turkish government to the Rabaa 
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massacre on 14 August 2013 when security forces raided the protest camps 

of Muslim Brotherhood supporters.  

 

 

Table 11: COs after Mubarak 

 Turkish 
government 
preference 

Turkish 
government 
action 

EU 
preference 

Outcome in 
terms of 
cooperation 

CO9: 
Turkish 
reaction to 
the killings 
in Port Said 
on 26 
January 
2013 

Support for 
Morsi to 
restore 
stability in 
Egypt 

Issued 
statements 
that see 
killings as a 
natural 
consequence 
of Morsi’s 
struggle to 
restore order 

Strong 
condemnation 
of violence  

A step further than 
“unilateral 
information” but 
no “consultation” 
 
Information 
exchange took 
place  

CO10: 
Turkish 
reaction to 
the removal 
of Morsi on 
3 July 2013 

The Turkish 
government 
pushes the 
EU, and 
international 
actors, to 
condemn Sisi 

Condemned 
the removal of 
Morsi, pushed 
international 
actors 
including the 
EU to criticise 
Sisi 

Prioritising 
stability in 
Egypt and 
keeping 
channels of 
dialogue open 
with the Sisi 
government 

A step further than 
“unilateral 
information” but 
no “consultation” 
after the Turkish 
position was 
formed  

CO11: 
Turkish 
reaction to 
the Rabaa 
massacre 
on 14 
August 
2013 

Solidarity with 
Muslim 
Brotherhood 
supporters, 
urging 
international 
actors to take 
a stance 
against Sisi 

Strongly 
condemned 
Sisi, urged the 
EU to adopt a 
harsher 
stance, and 
criticised the 
EU for not 
cutting ties 

Condemned 
the violence 
but avoided 
using the term 
coup d’état  

More than 
“unilateral 
information”  
 
No consultation, 
but information 
exchange took 
place 
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This chapter finds that there was hardly any substantial Turkish consultation 

with the EU, especially after Turkish foreign policy decision makers, 

specifically PM Erdoğan, gave unequivocal support to the Muslim 

Brotherhood, siding with Morsi, although his policies were leading to further 

polarisation in Egypt. The Turkish government had strong preferences in 

Egypt favouring Sunni Muslim actors at the expense of other groups in the 

country’s political spectrum, which mainly meant that the Turkish 

government supported Morsi’s policies in the country. The Turkish 

government often criticised those that did not share its perspective, 

especially with regard to supporting for Morsi, and even accused the West, 

including the EU, of being spectators to a coup d’état and legitimising it. 

 

The way in which the Turkish government sided with the Muslim Brotherhood 

led not only to a deterioration in Turkey-Egypt relations, especially after the 

Turkish ambassador in Cairo was declared persona non grata, but also to an 

apparent divergence from the EU regarding how to deal with the crisis 

following the removal of Morsi. The EU and Turkey had different emphasises 

in their approaches. The main difference was that the EU emphasised the 

restoration of political stability and open dialogue with the Egyptian 

government in the post-Morsi period; whereas, the Turkish government sided 

with the Muslim Brotherhood, cut all diplomatic ties with Egypt, and saw 

President Sisi as an illegitimate ruler. This can be contrasted with the cases 

of Libya, Syria, and Mubarak-era Egypt, because, in these cases, the Turkish 

government was much more reluctant to antagonise those in power until their 



 

 279 

overthrow seemed imminent. The EU approach was based on negotiation; it 

used phrases such as “constructive partnership with Egypt”, or they offered 

the “EU’s willingness to help the new President [Sisi] to address the difficult 

economic and political situation in the country”, and described how they 

were “working with Egypt as an important strategic partner in the region to 

address common challenges” in public statements (European Council, 2014). 

The Turkish government took a confrontational approach that escalated 

tensions and, as a result, Egyptian President Sisi believed that the Turkish 

government was being deliberately provocative and was interfering in 

Egypt’s domestic affairs, which were the main reasons why the Turkish 

envoy to Egypt was expelled. In their public statements, Turkish decision 

makers made it clear that they still saw deported president Morsi as the 

legitimate leader of Egypt, which was a key difference between the 

approaches of Turkey and the EU.  

 

As this chapter will describe, the different approaches the EU and Turkey 

took were reflected in their policies. For example, EU High Representative 

Ashton visited Egypt to meet with President Sisi; whereas, Turkish President 

Erdoğan refused even to have lunch at the same table with President Sisi at 

an event hosted by the UN Secretary General (“I won’t sit at the same table 

with him and legitimise the coup”, Erdoğan said (Berber, 2014)). The different 

approaches of the EU and Turkey are important for an analysis of their 

foreign policy cooperation mainly because these differences led to tension, 

especially due to the Turkish government’s accusations that the EU was 
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“silent” regarding the coup in Egypt. This made it significantly difficult to 

achieve any kind of cooperation or political dialogue between Turkey and the 

EU, since EU leaders did not want to be “lectured” by Turkish leaders and 

the Turkish government was determined to maintain its position and to side 

with deposed president Morsi, even though this meant breaking off ties with 

Egypt completely. The difference in approaches is also, to some degree, a 

manifestation of a lack of cooperation, since it indicates that there was no 

“co-decision” with regard to how to deal with the crisis. 

 

Considering the Turkish foreign policy decision-making process up until 

Turkey made its positions clear with regard to the COs analysed in this 

chapter, there was hardly any substantial cooperation with the EU in the 

sense that the Turkish government tended to formulate its policies without 

much discussion with the EU. The same argument can be made with regard 

to cooperation after policies were formulated. That said, Turkish policy 

makers and EU officials continued to talk formally and informally about the 

situation in Egypt. Most significantly, the Davutoğlu-Ashton dialogue 

continued regardless of Turkey’s harsh criticism of the EU. However, these 

talks merely served the purpose of improving each other’s understanding of 

their policies. As the divergence between Turkey and the EU became clearer, 

it was even more difficult to achieve any substantial cooperation that could 

have involved consultation or working together in order to formulate joint 

policies.  
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A key question on which this chapter focuses is why the Turkish government 

so persistently sided with Morsi at the expense of risking its relationship with 

the Egyptian government led by Sisi in the aftermath of the removal of Morsi. 

In other words, the Turkish government proceeded with an apparently costly 

action that not only marginalised itself in the global arena but also led to a 

point where the Turkish government became hostile to the Sisi government. 

This chapter argues that a constructivist approach focusing on the cultural 

affinity between the AKP and the Muslim Brotherhood has explanatory 

potential in order to understand why the Turkish government stuck with 

Morsi, especially after it was clear that the military would remain in charge.  

 

In terms of cooperation with the EU, the relationship was closer to the 

“unilateral information” point; it was presumably a step further than 

“unilateral information” after the Turkish policy was formed, considering the 

exchanges of information between the Turkish government and the EU and 

the way in which the Turkish government pushed the EU to intensify its 

criticism of Sisi.  
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7.1. Interests and Reactions after the Overthrow of 
Mubarak  
 
This section discusses the preferences and positions of Turkey and the EU 

with regard to Morsi, which will be useful for the examination of the COs in 

this chapter. The main points are that the Turkish government preferred to 

support Morsi, even though his policies were leading to further polarisation, 

and that there was a significant difference of views between Turkey and the 

EU regarding Morsi. The next section examines the Turkish reaction to the 

killings in Port Said on 26 January 2013 as an extension of the Turkish 

reaction to the anti-Morsi protests and as a CO in which there was potential 

for cooperation, and the interactions between the Turkish government and 

the EU. 

 
 
Tens of thousands of protesters gathered in Tahrir Square in Cairo to voice 

their opposition to President Morsi on 22 November 2012. The main reasons 

behind the unrest were that the President was not following democratic 

policies and that there were problems concerning minority rights and the 

separation of powers (Kirkpatrick and Sheikh, 2012). Shortly before 

protesters gathered in Tahrir Square, Morsi had declared unilaterally that he 

would give himself sweeping new powers to oversee his country’s political 

transition: this was a last straw, leading people to see him as “Egypt’s new 

Pharaoh” (Spencer, 2012). The number of protesters shortly reached hundred 

thousands and the demonstrations that started on 22 November 2012 went 

on for more than seven months, ending with Morsi’s deposition.  
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After the initial turmoil in Egypt leading to the fall of Mubarak, the new crisis 

of anti-Morsi unrest presented another opportunity for the EU and Turkey to 

cooperate. The main question around potential cooperation for these actors 

with regard to this specific CO concerned whether to support Morsi, or to 

consider the demands of protesters and the criticisms of Morsi when 

responding to the crisis. In order to make an assessment, the empirical 

investigation presented here will focus on what the policies and preferences 

of Turkey and the EU were and then examine the interactions between these 

two actors.    

 

To begin the analysis, it is useful to examine the EU’s relations with Egypt 

after Morsi had been elected. In line with the EU’s overall policy and 

preferences regarding Egypt, which were discussed previously in Chapter 4, 

the EU sought to enhance its “close partnership” with Egypt after the 

revolution. This included, for instance, making funds available as financial 

support for Egypt’s democratic transition. There was, however, a certain 

uneasiness, on the part of the EU, about the idea of a government dominated 

by the Muslim Brotherhood. The main concern was whether the Muslim 

Brotherhood’s policies would undermine human rights and democracy, 

leading to a further polarisation of the society (Interview EU02).  

 

As for Turkey’s relationship with Egypt under Morsi, it is possible to say that 

the Turkish government had established a very close relationship with Morsi, 

which was again consistent with the government’s overall approach to the 
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Middle East, characterised by a desire to make Turkey a regional leader. The 

desire to become a regional leader remained the same in the Sisi period after 

Morsi. The main aspect of the relationship with Morsi was the ideological and 

political proximity of the Turkish government to the new government in 

Egypt. In other words, the political affinity between the Muslim Brotherhood 

in Egypt and the Islamist-rooted AKP government in Turkey had enabled a 

close friendship to develop. Indeed, as a report by the Turkish Economic and 

Social Studies Foundation (TESEV) pointed out, for this reason, the Turkey-

Egypt relationship had its “golden age” when Morsi was in power (Akgün and 

Gündoğar, 2014: 4). Moreover, with the Muslim Brotherhood in power, the 

Turkish government believed they would be able to use a foreign policy 

rhetoric based on religion and culture (or “Turkey’s geo-cultural potential”, as 

Davutoğlu would put it) more effectively and therefore they were pleased with 

Morsi’s coming to power.  

 

For example, shortly before the start of the protests against Morsi, Erdoğan 

and Morsi met and reiterated the importance of working closely in the Middle 

East.  During Morsi’s visit to Turkey in September 2012, Erdoğan and Morsi 

declared that they shared the same views regarding the situation in Syria. 

During Erdoğan’s visit to Egypt just a few days before the start of protests in 

Egypt, on 19 November 2012, Erdoğan and Morsi in a joint press conference 

“warned” Israel, referring to it as a “terrorist state” (Peker, 2012). In addition, 

they signed 27 new bilateral agreements, committed to increasing the 

volume of trade between Turkey and Egypt, which had been deemed 
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“insufficient”, and made frequent references to the cultural and religious 

affinity between Turkey and Egypt (TRT 2012). For instance, in order to make 

the point that Turkish people and Egyptian people were “brothers” in his 

speech, Erdoğan described Cairo as a “City of Qur’an, just like Istanbul and 

Mecca” (Hürriyet, 2012b). One columnist writing in a popular daily 

newspaper, the Hürriyet, noted that Erdoğan was establishing a very close 

alliance with the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, gradually taking a side 

against the West, which complemented the Turkish government’s preference 

to position itself within the bloc of Arab states, especially after the Davos 

incident in 2009 (Ergin, 2012).  

 

Both Turkey and the EU wanted to establish a close relationship with Egypt 

under Morsi, both wishing to contribute to Egypt’s democratic transition. Yet, 

there were increasing tensions in the domestic arena in Egypt due to the 

polarising policies that Morsi was implementing. After Morsi’s constitutional 

declaration on 22 November 2012, which caused great concern among 

Egyptian judges and drew condemnation from various organisations due to 

the way in which it concentrated power in the hands of Morsi, 

demonstrations and, consequently, clashes between opponents and 

proponents of Morsi began (Spencer, 2012). The clashes eventually required 

attention from the EU and Turkey and created a situation in which Turkey and 

the EU could act in cooperation.  
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At this point, considering the approaches of the EU and Turkey regarding 

Egypt under Morsi, it is important to analyse how they reacted in the 

aftermath of the protests. It is possible to say that the Turkish government 

was reluctant to be critical of Morsi, whereas the EU gradually emphasised 

restraint. It is essential to establish that the Turkish government clearly sided 

with the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. Then, based on this empirical 

analysis, it is possible to make the claim that the Turkish behaviour was in 

line with its strategic interests in Egypt because the Turkish government saw 

the Muslim Brotherhood as an ally in the region that would side with Turkey 

and help Turkey to gain more influence in regional matters. So, to some 

degree, there was also a strategic dimension to supporting Morsi, although 

the strategic dimension alone does not fully explain why the Turkish 

government supported the Muslim Brotherhood when it was clear the Muslim 

Brotherhood would not be able to retain power.   

 

When the clashes began, the EEAS issued a statement on 5 December and 

EU High Representative Ashton expressed her concerns about the clashes, 

urging “calm and restraint on all sides” (Ashton, 2012b). Similarly, on 10 

December, in another statement, Ashton called both sides to “try and work 

together” to stop the tension for the sake of the democratic transition, peace, 

and security in Egypt (Ashton, 2012c). She stated:     

We had the Task Force to demonstrate our commitment to the 
economic recovery in Egypt, and also to the political process, dialogue 
with civil society, issues that are so important, like human rights, and of 
course this broader question of inclusivity. We've been saying the same 
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consistent message: we will support the people of Egypt through the 
transition and in any way that we can (ibid.). 

Therefore, the EU’s position directly after the start of the protests was based 

on support for Egypt’s democratic transition, while acknowledging problems 

with democracy in Egypt and calling for restraint from both sides. The EU did 

not directly express criticism but signalled that it would start to adopt a 

critical stance against the Morsi government. In fact, the EU had criticised 

the Morsi government even before the demonstrations. For instance, 

following the crackdown on civil society in Egypt, Ashton issued a statement 

on 1 February 2012 urging the Egyptian authorities to “respect” the rights of 

civil society organisations in Egypt (Ashton, 2012d). So, the EU already had 

on-going concerns about the course of democratic transition and had 

acknowledged them even before the clashes. However, with the start of anti-

Morsi demonstrations and clashes, the situation deteriorated and the EU did 

not hesitate to call on all sides, including the Egyptian authorities, to reduce 

tension. 

 

The Turkish government, on the other hand, was reluctant to direct any 

criticism at Morsi and even supported his policies, openly dismissing the 

claims that he was concentrating power. One clear example of this is the 

reply PM Erdoğan gave on 28 November (almost a week after the protests 

had begun) in response to a journalist asking him what he thought about the 

situation in Egypt and specifically with regard to criticisms voiced against 

Morsi as an increasingly authoritarian leader. Erdoğan replied:  
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Some events in Egypt upset us too. Actually, it is not like there is a 
concentration of power [by Morsi]. He [Morsi] is going through the 
similar troubles that we [the AKP] have gone through. You need to take 
legal steps to assure freedom. The regulations [referring to the changes 
in regulations Morsi had made] consist of 6-7 articles. I regard the 
criticisms being presented as if Morsi is concentrating power, as 
attempts to cast suspicion on his authority (Demir, 2012). 

 

So, whereas the EU was urging calm and promoting negotiation, mindful of 

the problems with democracy in Egypt, while supporting democratic 

transition, the Turkish government saw the crisis as a normal occurrence, 

and essentially a challenge that Morsi needed to overcome. In other words, 

there was a fundamental divergence between the approaches of the EU and 

Turkey because the EU did not defend Morsi’s policies: on the contrary, it 

viewed his policies as polarising; whereas, the Turkish government 

supported Morsi, even referring to criticisms directed at him as attempts to 

cast suspicion on his authority.  

 

Based on these divergent preferences of the EU and the Turkish government, 

it could be claimed that cooperation would have been costly to a degree that 

would have meant an adjustment of behaviour for the Turkish side. As 

mentioned earlier, a constructivist approach underlining the cultural affinity 

between the AKP and the Muslim Brotherhood also has explanatory potential 

to understand why there was divergence and a lack of cooperation in the first 

place. In order to make an assessment, this analysis proceeds to focus on 
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the Turkish behaviour following the killings in Port Said on 26 January 2013 

and interactions with the EU.  

 

7.2. Turkish Reaction to the Killings in Port Said on 26 
January 2013 as a part of the Turkish Reaction to the 
Anti-Morsi Protests starting on 22 November 2012 
(CO9) 
 
More than 70 people were killed and at least 1000 people were injured in Port 

Said on the second anniversary of the beginning of the 2011 revolution in 

clashes between protesters and security forces (Fahmy and Lee, 2012). The 

violence escalated as troops were deployed, and shortly thereafter localised 

protests grew into widespread civil unrest that led Morsi to cancel a trip to 

Addis Ababa. Again, the main question for the EU and the Turkish 

government was whether to appear supportive of Morsi or not. This analysis 

focuses on to what extent consultation or information exchange took place 

before these actors took a stance publicly. This chapter finds that there were 

exchanges of views between Turkey and the EU, although they remained 

largely as a matter of formality without any substantial cooperation involving 

consultation. 

 

There is no conclusive evidence that the Turkish government specifically 

reached out to the EU to inform about its actions before publicly adopting a 

position; nor is there any evidence that it consulted the EU on its actions. 

However, there was dialogue on foreign policy that included information 

exchange on Egypt at different levels: the Turkish Foreign Minister and the 
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EU High Representative talked informally in addition to the communication 

on the ground between the EU delegation and the Turkish mission in Egypt. 

So, there was more than “unilateral information” since the EU presumably 

could convey its view on the crisis through formal diplomatic channels as 

well as through informal channels.  

 

The Turkish government saw the killings as a natural occurrence and an 

inevitable consequence of Morsi’s struggle to restore order. Based on 

Turkish preferences favouring Morsi, constructivism has explanatory 

potential when considering the reaction that the Turkish government 

displayed to the killings. Constructivism explains why there was a 

fundamental divergence between the Turkish government and the EU. 

However, this is not a straightforward case because siding with Morsi also 

had a strategic aspect since it was an indicator that the Turkish government 

was positioning itself within the Islamist bloc. For this reason, it is not 

completely accurate to claim that Turkish support for Morsi was solely an 

appropriate action. This section proceeds to make a detailed analysis 

following an examination of empirical evidence.   

 

HR Ashton on behalf of the EU, as well as individual member states, 

condemned the violence, urging the authorities to restore peace. The UK, for 

instance, expressed concern and called for “all sides to exercise maximum 

restraint” (Foreign and Commonwealth Office, 2013). The Foreign Office 

Minister for the Middle East, Alastair Burt, said:  
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[The violence] cannot help the process of dialogue which we encourage 
as vital for Egypt today, and we must condemn the violence in the 
strongest terms… We remain committed as a strong friend of Egypt and 
the Egyptian people to support the aim of strengthening true 
democracy… The right to peaceful freedom of expression and 
assembly is an essential part of this, but the violence we have seen 
[Saturday] can have no place in a truly democratic Egypt (ibid.).  

Similarly, Ashton condemned the violence, saying that it was “with great 

concern” that she had received the news and urged “the Egyptian authorities 

to restore calm and order”, calling “all sides to show restraint” (EEAS, 2013). 

The Turkish government, on the other hand, did not want to appear overly 

critical and jeopardise its relations with Morsi due to its strategic interests. 

 

The Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs issued a basic statement expressing 

condolences to the families of victims, emphasising the need for dialogue 

and peace in Egypt and reiterating support for the democratisation of Egypt 

as a “friend and brother to Turkey” (MFA, 2013a). The killings received 

considerable attention in Turkey, prompting journalists to ask about the 

government’s position at a press conference at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

on 31 January 2013. The reply given by the ministry spokesperson was again 

based on a general reiteration that Turkey wished for the well-being of Egypt, 

its “brother and friend” (MFA, 2013b). The final remarks of the spokesperson, 

however, included signs of how the government perceived the killings. He 

said: “Naturally, in the aftermath of regime changes, it takes some time to put 

things in order. As it happens in other countries, there are some political 

developments in Egypt” (ibid.). 
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Therefore, the EU had a more critical attitude, especially towards the 

Egyptian authorities; whereas, the Turkish government saw the killings as a 

natural consequence of Morsi’s effort to restore order. In addition, as evident 

in Erdoğan’s remarks mentioned earlier, the Turkish government 

sympathised with Morsi, dismissing anti-Morsi criticisms in Egypt as 

attempts to challenge Morsi’s power (Demir, 2012). In this way, the Turkish 

government hoped to be able to strengthen its relationship with Egypt under 

Morsi even further.  

 

The Turkish attitude continued in the aftermath of the deadly clashes. Turkish 

decision makers not only avoided criticising Morsi but also sought to 

strengthen their relationships with him. To give an example, just a few days 

after the killings in Port Said, Turkish President Gül visited Egypt to attend a 

meeting of the Organization of Islamic Cooperation on 7 February 2013. The 

Turkish President received a state welcome and he did not hesitate to pose 

with the Egyptian President, smiling to the cameras and holding hands 

together in the air.  The main message Gül gave in the press conference was: 

“We [Turkey] support Egypt in every area” (Hürriyet, 2013e). He emphasised 

the importance of developing the economic relationship between Turkey and 

Egypt, referred to his conversation with Morsi about doubling the existing 

trade volume, and claimed that Israel was the greatest obstacle to peace and 

stability in the Middle East (Presidency of the Republic of Turkey, 2013). 

Here, again, it is possible to identify the economic and cultural dimensions of 
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the Turkish approach to Morsi: furthering economic interdependence and 

developing Muslim solidarity against Israel. 

 

Gül’s comments in response to a question asked by a journalist from the 

Anadolu Agency made the perspective of Turkish decision makers clear:  

 AA: [Referring to protests and clashes] How do you see the events that 
increasingly happen in Egypt and the demands made in this context?  

Gül: We appreciate the accomplishments of Egypt in their democratic 
transition. It is of historical importance that the country is governed by 
the first democratically elected president… The struggle for democracy 
is a struggle that requires long-term patience and effort (Hürriyet, 
2013e).  

Here, when the Turkish President talked about democracy, he put emphasis 

on the fact that Morsi was the first democratically elected head of state in 

Egypt. He avoided appearing critical despite the turmoil in Egypt, with a view 

he shared with PM Erdoğan and FM Davutoğlu that the violence was a 

natural consequence of political transformation. Gül’s comments, in fact, 

encapsulate the Turkish approach of turning a blind eye to what was 

happening in Egypt.  

 

There is no specific evidence that the Turkish government wanted to come to 

a mutual understanding with the EU on democratisation in Egypt or, at least, 

make any effort to reconcile the Turkish and EU approaches regarding 

democratisation. The variation in the interpretation of the term, 

democratisation, was the main divergence between the EU and the Turkish 

government. Both expressed support for democracy in Egypt and issued 
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statements to this effect. However, the nuance here is that when the EU 

expressed its support for democracy, it also condemned the authorities for 

using violence and urged the Egyptian government to respect the rights and 

freedom of people in Egypt; whereas, when the Turkish government 

expressed support for democracy, it supported Morsi, highlighting the fact 

that he had been democratically elected.   

 

The Turkish emphasis on Morsi’s democratic mandate gained more 

importance after the Gezi Park protests in June 2013. There were 

parallelisms between the unrests in Turkey and Egypt, which made the 

Turkish government especially concerned about its own political survival. As 

a result, the Turkish government was extremely sensitive to anyone who 

made comparisons or who came across to the Turkish government as having 

such a view. An evident example is the tension between President Erdoğan 

and the Doğan Media Group later in 2015. The Hürriyet, a popular newspaper 

in Turkey, announced on its website on 16 June 2015 that Morsi had been 

given a death sentence. Their headline read: “The world is shocked: Death 

sentence to the president who got 52% of votes”.16 A few hours later, 

Erdoğan lashed out at the media group, accusing it of plotting against the 

Turkish government and saying that he would not end up in the same 

position as Morsi (Al Jazeera, 2015). Later, the Hürriyet denied having made 

any implication, and stated that the headline had quoted Erdoğan’s own 

words about Morsi (Hürriyet, 2015b). Whether the Hürriyet had intended to 

                                            
16 It should be noted that the AKP also received the overwhelming majority of votes in 
Turkey, as Morsi did in Egypt.  
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allude to Erdoğan is not relevant for this analysis; however, a key point is that 

the Turkish government was becoming sensitive. Unease with Erdoğan’s 

policies in Turkey could be regarded as another reason why the Turkish 

government vehemently opposed criticising Morsi, underlined the fact that 

Morsi had been democratically elected, and regarded the unrests in Egypt as 

normal.  

 
 
It is important to analyse the impact of potential cooperation not only on the 

formation of Turkish preferences but also on Turkish behaviour once these 

preferences had been formed. This implies that there is a question about the 

extent to which Turkey communicated with the EU after the public 

announcement of its policies. Although the Turkish government did not 

specifically reach out to the EU to inform or consult concerning their 

divergent positions beforehand, there was foreign policy dialogue involving 

policy makers and diplomats exchanging information in order to keep each 

other updated. When the anti-Morsi protests began, Turkey-EU relations 

were at a low point. Turkish decision makers were upset with EU policies and 

the existing tension limited potential cooperation. However, as this analysis 

will explain, despite the tension, the EU and the Turkish government were in 

touch, especially through informal channels of communication.   

 

At the time when the anti-Morsi protests started, Turkey-EU relations had 

deteriorated because the Turkish government had frozen relations with the 

EU as a reaction to the Republic of Cyprus’s presidency of the Council (July 
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to December 2012). For the Turkish government, the Republic of Cyprus’s 

presidency was a sensitive issue and it had announced a year before that it 

would freeze relations with the bloc if the Republic of Cyprus were to assume 

the presidency. In September 2011, the Deputy PM of Turkey had stated, “if 

the EU gives its presidency to southern Cyprus, the real crisis will be 

between the EU and Turkey… we will then freeze our relations with the EU… 

we have made this decision” (Hürriyet, 2011b).  

 

The prevalent view among Turkish decision makers was that the EU did not 

genuinely want to accept Turkey as a full member, and the presidency of the 

Republic of Cyprus fuelled this sentiment. The Turkish government had made 

it clear in the accession talks that it wanted nothing less than full 

membership, dismissing other proposals such as giving Turkey a “privileged 

partner” status. For instance, Turkish EU Minister and Chief Negotiator Bağış 

claimed, “the EU membership is like pregnancy. You’re either pregnant or 

not. There is no other option” (Interview TR01). There was a view among 

Turkish elites that the EU was, in fact, surreptitiously rejecting Turkey. For 

example, PM Erdoğan stated, “the EU is trying to forget us but it refrains 

[from saying it]. Yet, it would be a relief for us if they [the EU] declared. They 

should declare instead of wasting our time so that we can move on” 

(Hürriyet, 2013g). During this CO, especially due to the presidency of the 

Republic of Cyprus, the relationship between Turkey and the EU was at its 

lowest point since the opening of negotiations in 2005. The implication this 

had regarding cooperation was that Turkish decision makers were resentful 
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towards the EU due to the slow momentum of negotiations. As the Turkish 

leadership lost trust in the EU, it became harder to achieve a higher degree of 

cooperation, such as co-decision. So, essentially, the deterioration of 

relations could be why there was no particular desire from the Turkish 

leadership to seek consultations with the EU during this CO.  

 

There were initiatives aimed at keeping the relationship moving, such as the 

Positive Agenda between the EU and Turkey (to be precise, among the 

Commission, the EEAS, and the Turkish government) launched earlier in May 

2012. However, the Turkish government overall adopted a resentful attitude 

towards the EU, which consequently made any kind of formal interaction 

(e.g., in the form of leaders or high-level officials meeting) difficult to 

maintain. In fact, this resentful attitude can be seen in the public statements 

of Turkish decision makers. To demonstrate the negative sentiments that the 

Turkish government had, for example, Erdoğan very clearly stated that he 

wanted Turkey to join the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) and if 

they were to take Turkey in then Turkey would “bid good-bye to the EU” 

(Hürriyet, 2013g). He said, “since it [Turkey’s membership bid] is going so 

negative, as the prime minister of 75 million, you inevitably begin to look for 

alternatives” and even argued that the SCO would be a “better” option for 

Turkey because it was “more powerful” than the EU (ibid.). Some 

commentators in Turkey, at that time, argued that Erdoğan was toughening 

his position because of his frustration with the deadlock regarding Turkey’s 

membership (Ergin, 2013). This statement was an indicator that the Turkish 
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government no longer saw EU membership as a primary goal, and inevitably 

reflected on the prospects of cooperation in a negative manner. Moreover, 

the discontent of the Turkish government and the freezing of relations did not 

help foreign policy cooperation because maintaining formal relations, 

including in the area of foreign policy, became increasingly difficult.  

 

Although Turkey-EU relations were at a low point, interviews with diplomats 

in the Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the EEAS confirmed that the 

Davutoğlu-Ashton dialogue continued without interruption. This suggests 

there were potentially information exchange and on-going dialogue, which 

were not always made public due to the relations being frozen. It is hardly 

possible to say there was any substantial cooperation in which, for instance, 

the Turkish government consulted the EU or offered the EU a chance to give 

feedback on its position because the Turkish government displayed an 

attitude of indifference to the EU. Moreover, the Turkish leadership had 

strong preferences with regard to relations with Egypt under Morsi. This 

meant that interactions with the EU mattered neither during the preference 

formation nor after Turkey’s position was made public.       

 

Furthermore, despite the low point in relations, interaction in the area of 

foreign policy continued between Turkish and EU diplomats. For example, in 

addition to the EU Delegation in Ankara finding out more about Turkey’s 

positions (e.g., the EU ambassador liaising with Turkish ministers) and the 

Turkish Delegation in Brussels doing the same, Turkish and EU embassies 
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were in touch on the ground (Interviews EU05, EU06, and EU02). This meant 

that they gathered, exchanged views, and evaluated the situation in the 

conflict zone. A senior diplomat at the EU Delegation in Ankara explained: “it 

was agreed that the delegation and Turkish embassies in the countries of the 

Arab Spring would meet and exchange information on the ground” and 

described this as a “concrete” decision (Interview EU02). This was not a 

“systematic” dialogue and it “depended on the ambassadors” on the ground 

(Interview EU02). With regard to the time of this CO, Turkey’s Ambassador to 

Cairo at the time (who was declared persona non grata later on in November 

2013) confirmed that there was dialogue with the EU Delegation in Cairo 

(Interview TR12). The EU Ambassador would invite Turkish diplomats for 

consultation as well as for social events. However, these were informal 

gatherings rather than structured or ad hoc meetings. Still, the existence of 

continuing diplomatic contact, even on the ground, indicates that there was 

communication between the EU and Turkey, which eventually helped them to 

understand each other’s positions better.  

 

As a result, there was no “consultation” because the Turkish government did 

not reach out to the EU to request its opinion specifically before or after this 

CO; however, there was information exchange because EU and Turkish 

officials kept each other updated. It is highly likely that the Turkish position 

on the killings did not catch the EU by surprise, considering the information 

exchange and the general Turkish position on Morsi’s restoration of order in 
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Egypt. Therefore, there was more than “unilateral information” during this 

CO. 

 

7.3. Turkish Reaction to the Removal of Morsi on 3 
July 2013 (CO10) 
	

Anti-Morsi protests continued until the removal of Morsi by General Sisi after 

the intervention of the Egyptian military on 3 July 2013.  The military arrested 

Morsi and Muslim Brotherhood leaders, assumed power, and declared Adly 

Mansour, the Chief Justice of the Supreme Constitutional Court, as the 

Interim President. The decision sparked a counter-reaction. Morsi supporters 

began demonstrating and there were clashes between the supporters and 

opponents of the move, which dragged the country into another episode of 

crisis. The main question around potential cooperation for the EU and Turkey 

concerned how harshly to criticise the coup and whether to establish 

relations with Sisi in view of the turmoil in the country. 

 

This section examines the policy choices of the Turkish government and the 

EU regarding the removal of Morsi as a result of the coup d’état, and focuses 

on their interactions in order to evaluate the extent to which cooperation took 

place. The Turkish government sided with the Muslim Brotherhood despite 

costs attached to cutting all ties with the government in Cairo. There was a 

shift from the earlier strategic behaviour in the sense that persisting with 

support for Morsi after the military had consolidated power was not 

instrumentally efficient, which means that constructivism has explanatory 



 

 301 

potential since it points to the cultural and political affinity between the AKP 

and the Muslim Brotherhood as a motivation for policy action. In terms of 

concrete policy choices, Turkish decision makers continued to regard Morsi 

as the only legitimate leader in Egypt and often criticised the EU for its 

relationship with Sisi. The policy divergence was one of the main reasons 

why there was no high-degree cooperation between the EU and Turkey. 

However, the information exchange continued and there was still more than 

“unilateral information” during this CO. 

 

The main difference between the policies of the EU and the Turkish 

government was that the EU prioritised restoring peace and stability in Egypt 

and keeping the channels of dialogue open with the post-Morsi 

administration, but the Turkish government refused to recognise Sisi as a 

legitimate leader. As previously highlighted, cooperation does not necessarily 

mean convergence. There could well have been some degree of cooperation 

in the absence of convergence if, for instance, Turkey had held consultations 

with the EU, informed it about its policy, or if they had agreed to disagree on 

how to deal with Egypt. “Consultation” with the EU could have been 

achieved if Turkey had discussed with the EU the events in Egypt both prior 

to and after the formulation of its position. The empirical evidence does not 

suggest that the Turkish government specifically sought the EU opinion on 

their policy; however, it does suggest that a degree of information exchange 

took place. This analysis unpacks the different emphasises in the Turkish and 

EU responses as a factor limiting cooperation, addresses the question of 
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whether Turkish foreign policy followed a Sunni agenda, which is highly 

important in order to understand if constructivism came into play, and 

assesses the degree of cooperation during this CO. 

 

7.3.1. Different Emphasises in the Approaches of the EU and 
Turkey 
 
The EU diplomats interviewed both in Ankara and Brussels frequently used 

the phrase “different emphasises” when they described the different policies 

the Turkish government and the EU followed regarding Sisi. The main 

underlying reason for this expression was the EU’s effort to underline its 

disapproval, in principle, of coup d’état. By saying they had “different 

emphasises”, the EU officials pointed out that they actually had similar 

approaches in essence. In other words, they wished to convey that they were 

not supportive of the Egyptian army led by Sisi and did not approve of the 

means by which Morsi was removed, contrary to Turkish claims and 

accusations. “Nobody in Europe ever said that Sisi came to power in a 

democratic way”, a former EU Ambassador to Turkey explained (Interview 

EU03). Another senior EU diplomat in Ankara said, “I am not saying we have 

differences; we have different attentions when considering the events. Our 

objectives are similar” (Interview EU06). Another claimed: “On principle, we 

are on the same line. When Sisi took power, we always said that democratic 

principles should be the aim of this process. We are also making statements 

to condemn, for example, the death penalty based on principles in the EU” 

(Interview EU02).  
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“Different emphasises” is a useful term here because essentially the 

divergence concerned Turkey and the EU having different perspectives in 

response to events in Egypt. Otherwise, they both declared support for 

Egypt’s democratic transformation, although they had different 

understandings of it as discussed in the previous section, regarding anti-

Morsi protests. After the removal of Morsi, they reacted differently and chose 

distinct ways to deal with the crisis. The Turkish response needs to be 

examined first in order to understand what exactly was different and how the 

views diverged.  

 

The Turkish government strongly preferred to see Morsi as the legitimate 

leader. Erdoğan’s speech two days after the removal of Morsi on 5 July 

summarised the Turkish position:  

[In Egypt] there is a president who was elected on 52% of the votes. 
There is a president that was elected by the will of people. After one 
year suddenly there are some groups saying, ‘We don’t like it’ and the 
military intervenes… Criticisms saying, ‘Morsi had faults’ are not 
honest. Every politician, every leader may make mistakes. I, too, might 
have made mistakes. It is not the duty of some powers to punish this, 
removing [Morsi] from politics. That can only happen with the will of 
people (NTV, 2013).  

According to an interviewee at the EU delegation in Ankara, the EU found out 

about Turkish policy through diplomatic channels; however, no prior 

information or consultation took place (Interview EU06). It is still unlikely that 

the Turkish position caught the EU by surprise considering the informal 

communication between HR Ashton and FM Davutoğlu during the Morsi era.  



 

 304 

The Turkish government emerged as one of the biggest opponents of the 

military intervention in Egypt by condemning the removal of Morsi at the risk 

of burning its bridges with the government in Egypt. It sided with the Muslim 

Brotherhood, saw Morsi as the legitimate leader, and urged the world to 

condemn the event in the same way. Its harsh attitude was perceived as 

being hostile by the government in Cairo and the Turkish ambassador had to 

leave Egypt after being declared persona non grata. The Turkish government 

also began to push international actors to display similar reactions towards 

Sisi and criticised those who formed relations with him.  

 

A simple example was Erdoğan’s attitude towards a lunch event in New York 

hosted by UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon. He was invited to sit at the 

“main” table of the event with Ban Ki-moon, US President Obama, and 

Spanish King Felipe IV among others. Then he discovered that Sisi had been 

invited too and that South African President Zuma was supposed to sit 

between him and Sisi. Erdoğan, then, refused to attend the event saying that 

he would not sit at the same table as Sisi because it would legitimise Sisi and 

those who carried out the coup in Egypt. He also criticised the UN and 

coupists in his speech at the UN General Assembly:  

While in Egypt, the president who was elected by the will of people is 
removed by a coup and thousands of innocent people who stand by 
their votes are massacred, in the UN, democratic states only watch. 
And the person who carried out the coup is being legitimised. If we care 
about democracy, we need to respect the ballot box. If not, and if we 
will defend those who come to power with a coup then I wonder why 
the UN exists (Berber, 2014).     
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Again, PM Erdoğan underlined that Morsi had been democratically elected 

and that there was a need to “respect the ballot box” and the will of people. 

The Turkish government rationalised its support for Morsi based on the 

argument that coup d’états were unacceptable in democracies and Morsi 

was a democratically elected leader, which made him the only legitimate 

leader, and therefore, support for democracy should be translated into 

support for Morsi. The Turkish government’s criticism was directed at the 

international arena, not specifically at the EU. However, as will be discussed, 

the Turkish government also pushed the EU to criticise Sisi. This example 

demonstrates that the Turkish government fiercely refused to recognise the 

Sisi government to the extent that Erdoğan even refused to attend the same 

event as Sisi and criticised the UN, questioning the purposes of the 

organisation and accusing states of being merely spectators.  

 

The EU, on the other hand, had an approach that prioritised the restoration of 

stability in Egypt. The fundamental difference between the approaches of 

Turkey and the EU concerned the Turkish government’s cutting of all ties 

with the Sisi government. The Turkish government wanted to see the EU take 

a similar step. EU HR Ashton’s advisor described the difference clearly in the 

following way:  

The approach of Davutoğlu and the approach of Ashton were very 
different with Davutoğlu believing that we should cut all ties really and 
that we should declare what had happened a coup d’état and that the 
EU should stand on its principles and not engage with those who had 
ousted Morsi. Cathy Ashton adopted a very different approach, which 
was about trying to keep the channels of communication open with all 
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sides and trying to set out a roadmap of where she expected Egypt to 
get to (Interview EU04). 

 

In Ankara, however, this difference was presented as the Turkish government 

standing up for democratic principles and the EU being self-seeking. A clear 

example of how the Turkish government pushed the EU to take further steps 

was when Morsi was given a death sentence in May 2015. Speaking in a 

public rally on 17 May 2015, Erdoğan urged the EU to impose sanctions on 

Egypt, saying, “Hey, Europe! Hey, West! Isn’t the death penalty prohibited 

there? So why are you silent? Why do you side with Sisi? I call on the entire 

world, international institutions: Why don’t you impose sanctions?” (Erdoğan 

2015a). A few days later on 20 May, he repeated, “[Referring to the death 

sentence] I am calling out to EU states, to those who call themselves 

democrats, why are you silent?” (Erdoğan, 2015b). A month later in an 

interview, he repeated that the world had failed to defend democracy in 

Egypt (Sabah, 2015). So, the bottom line is, again, that the Turkish discourse 

was based on the democracy argument, that is, that Turkey was defending 

the democratic rights of the Egyptian people. Indeed, the main reason for 

using this argument in a determined way was to legitimise the Turkish 

government’s policy of support for the Muslim Brotherhood, which will be 

discussed later.  

 

It should be noted that the Turkish government’s emphasis on democracy 

promotion significantly differed from its earlier approach to the Middle East 

and North Africa in the pre-Arab Spring period. As discussed in Chapter 2, 
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before the uprisings began, the AKP government had emphasised 

developing economic interdependence and cultural affinity: an approach that 

had enabled the AKP to form strong bonds with authoritarian regimes in 

Syria, Libya, and Egypt. A central paradox that can be highlighted here is that 

when the Turkish government perceived itself as a democracy promoter, the 

EU remained relatively passive (e.g., compared to the role it had played in 

post-communist democratic transitions in eastern Europe following the Cold 

War) and even avoided the term “coup d’état”.     

 

While the Turkish government was conveying its defence of democracy in 

Egypt, it also criticised the EU for not cutting all ties with Egypt and for being 

self-seeking. For instance, a senior Turkish diplomat explained the Turkish 

position and the Turkish view on the EU position very clearly: 

They [the EU] maintained relations [with Sisi] and looked at the situation 
in a self-seeking way, prioritising their interests. Our government looked 
at it more emotionally. Now, I am not entirely sure if that was a 
democratic perspective because at one time there was an emphasis on 
democracy, at another time in another area there was not, so it is not 
possible to talk of a real democratic perspective [referring to the 
position of the Turkish government]. The government had certain red 
lines and Muslim Brotherhood was one of them. The EU had a more 
interest-based approach, which is understandable since it cannot easily 
function [referring to the slow nature of EU foreign policy decision-
making process]. Yet, they [the EU] make criticisms and declarations 
like ‘we are concerned about the anti-democratic etc.’ Then they sweep 
it aside and continue trade and relations with Egypt. This is life 
(Interview TR13). 
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A couple of points can be drawn from this statement. First, it confirms that 

the democracy argument was used as a tool to support the Muslim 

Brotherhood; the real issue was that the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt was a 

“red line” issue for the Turkish government, which will be discussed further in 

the next subsection. Second, it shows that there were different voices in the 

Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs that disagreed with the government’s 

position. This diplomat, for instance, claimed the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

had a difficult time advocating the Turkish government’s position, implying 

that Turkey was not in a place to teach democracy and that the democracy 

argument was used inconsistently, in the sense that it was used on one 

issue, the removal of Morsi and the crisis around the Muslim Brotherhood, 

but not on other issues. The government was “emotional”, which the 

diplomat used as opposed to “rational”. This will be discussed shortly as 

well. Third, there is the argument that the Turkish government wanted to 

present itself as a defender of democracy while regarding the EU as a 

“hypocrite” in the sense that the EU only made superficial statements and, 

contrary to such statements, that business-as-usual would prevail. Indeed, it 

should be noted that it was not only the Turkish government who thought 

this way. Various EU analysts at the time also argued that the EU was 

prioritising its short-term interests while being ineffective at criticising Sisi. 

For example, an analysis in the EUobserver declared that the EU 

Neighbourhood Policy was in a “coma” and the EU was just “paying lip 

service to human rights, democracy and the well-being of the Egyptian 

people” while prioritising its immediate interests (Tubiana, 2014). Fourth, and 
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above all, the statement of the diplomat shows that the Turkish government 

had a significantly different view on the issue.  

 

Having established that the EU and Turkey adopted different positions, 

stemming from different possible motivations, the key question is whether 

there were Turkish attempts at information exchange or consultation prior to 

the declarations of these different positions. An EU diplomat in Ankara stated 

that they were in touch with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to gain an 

understanding of Turkish positions and they were up-to-date during the CO 

but there was no specific attempt from the Turkish side to inform the EU 

about its divergent position prior to it being stated publicly (Interview EU05). 

However, it is hardly possible to say that the EU was caught by surprise 

because of the generally supportive Turkish attitude towards Morsi and the 

probable informal communication between HR Ashton and FM Davutoğlu. 

 

7.3.2. A Sunni Narrative in Turkish Foreign Policy? 
 
A significant question that needs to be addressed is why the Turkish 

government sided with the Muslim Brotherhood and what this meant for the 

motivation of the Turkish government when determining the Turkish position. 

Having established an understanding that the EU and Turkey had 

fundamentally different “emphasises”, it is essential to examine why the 

Turkish government emphasised support for the Brotherhood in its approach.  
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As touched upon, the real issue with the critical position that the Turkish 

government had was that the government wanted to keep its support for the 

Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. The Muslim Brotherhood was an essential ally 

for the Turkish government particularly because of the cultural and political 

affinity between them and the AKP. Morsi was also seen as a natural partner 

to the AKP in regional affairs: for example, with regard to the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict because by partnering with Morsi, the AKP would be able 

to carry out Turkish foreign policy based on Muslim solidarity.  

 

The key point here is that strategic motives alone do not explain why the 

Turkish government continued to advocate Morsi when it was clear that the 

military had seized power. Cutting all ties with the government in Egypt was a 

costly action. Disapproving of the removal of Morsi did not necessarily mean 

hostility towards Sisi and the Turkish government had the choice of being 

neutral, especially after it was clear that Sisi would lead Egypt. This is the 

point where identity comes into play. To some extent, constructivism has 

explanatory potential because it is possible to claim that shared Muslim (and 

Sunni) identity was an important aspect of the continuous Turkish support for 

Morsi. Among the actors in Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood was the closest 

to the AKP in terms of their Sunni Islamist religious, political, and social 

preferences, which was the main reason why the Turkish government 

continued to see Morsi as the legitimate leader and pushed international 

actors to cut off their relations with Sisi.   
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The question of whether the Turkish government purposefully planned and 

pursued a foreign policy favouring Sunni actors throughout the Arab Spring 

from the beginning is a different issue. However, in the case of Morsi and 

Sisi, it could be argued that the policy was based on favouring the actor with 

a Sunni Islamist agenda. Again, the question of whether Turkish foreign 

policy deliberately followed a Sunni agenda is a different question, yet it is 

useful to point out that this question made it into both academic and popular 

debate. For instance, Yetkin (2015), a columnist in a popular newspaper, 

argued that the “AKP established its Middle East policy on the cooperation of 

Sunni powers in the triangle of Ankara-Cairo-Damascus”. Özel (2012), an 

academic and journalist, believed that Erdoğan had not had a particularly 

Sunni policy before but after the start of the Arab uprisings he sided with the 

Muslim Brotherhood, who he thought were the closest to him, positioning 

himself in the Sunni bloc. On the other hand, Öniş (2014: 10-11), an 

academic, emphasised that the AKP found itself in the Sunni bloc as a 

consequence of its increased engagement with the region, not particularly 

because it had purposefully followed a Sunni agenda since the beginning of 

its involvement. He contended that “there is evidence to support the claim 

that Turkey is siding with Sunni Muslims in a number of on-going conflicts 

within key Arab States… In the Egyptian context, a similar tendency is 

apparent given the strong support of the AKP for the Muslim Brotherhood at 

the expense of other groups within the country’s broad political coalition” 

(ibid.). But he also claimed that Turkey had been “drawn into” the Sunni bloc:  

Turkey has found itself in the awkward position of being part of the 
Sunni axis in the Middle East represented by countries like Saudi Arabia 
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and Qatar, with established authoritarian regimes, which so far have 
been quite resilient to the spreading effects of the Arab revolutions. 
Being drawn into this kind of coalition on sectarian lines is highly 
inconsistent with Turkey’s image as a force for democracy promotion in 
the Arab world (ibid.:11). 

 

Evidence from the fieldwork presented here also supports that the Turkish 

position was based on identity. As mentioned earlier, one diplomat 

interviewed used the word “emotional” as opposed to “rational” to describe 

the Turkish position regarding to continued support for Morsi. Similarly, 

another diplomat involved in EU-Turkey relations claimed, “We no longer 

have a rational foreign policy” (Interview TR09). Upon being asked to 

elaborate, the diplomat commented: “Our policy towards the Muslim 

Brotherhood is sentimental and ideological. It reflects the government’s 

ideology and political views” (ibid.). Another official at the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs claimed that the government had “blindly” followed the Muslim 

Brotherhood (Interview TR07). A senior diplomat criticised the government 

and argued that the government had followed a clearly sectarian policy with 

regard to Egypt, despite their denial of this, and he elaborated on the foreign 

policy decision-making process in Ankara: “It [the government’s policy] is 

clearly sectarian. Since the establishment of the Republic [of Turkey], the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs had not seen anything like this or been asked to 

implement such a policy. We were astonished too” (Interview TR13).  

 

This data is important for two main reasons. First, it demonstrates that the 

Turkish government prioritised solidarity with the Muslim Brotherhood 
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because of its identity. From a theoretical perspective, constructivism works 

better to describe such a motivation since it can be said that identity was the 

main factor shaping Turkish preference, that is, the support for Morsi. 

Second, this is a good example to catch a glimpse of the decision-making 

process in Ankara. Clearly, the diplomats here disagreed with the 

government’s position since they claim it was not a rational position but 

rather an emotional one, which again shows that the Turkish policy is more a 

direct reflection of the preferences of AKP elites with regard to Turkey’s 

place in the region instead of being a policy formed as a result of a cost-

benefit calculation with many inputs. This evidence, then, supports the 

argument that continued support for Morsi was of little strategic value. 

 

7.3.3. Interactions with the EU 
 
Having discussed the Turkish policy regarding Morsi, this subsection focuses 

on the interactions between the Turkish government and the EU. Before 

proceeding with an examination of interactions during this CO, it should be 

highlighted that the context of interaction was one in which there was an 

interest from both sides in closer cooperation. This is evident from the 

statements after the 51st Meeting of the EU-Turkey Association Council 

Meeting held in Brussels on 27 May 2013, about a month before the coup 

took place. In his statement, FM Davutoğlu clearly stated: 

In view of the Arab transformations, which are at a critical juncture, the 
urgency for a genuine partnership between the EU and Turkey has 
become even more manifest… Therefore, it is only natural for Turkey 
and the EU to join strengths to bring about a real and positive change in 
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our shared neighbourhood… Foreign and defence policy is a specific 
field of close dialogue and cooperation. Turkey could indeed bring in 
substantial contributions to the EU once a meaningful and honest 
dialogue could be established and reinforced by a set of institutional 
coordination mechanisms. Prerequisite for such a mutually rewarding 
cooperation is the abolishment of institutional impediments stemming 
from the EU’s own rules and regulations that pose limitations on our 
strategic dialogue (Davutoğlu, 2013b).  

 

Restating the main points from the previous year’s meeting, Foreign Minister 

Davutoğlu once again underlined the added value of cooperation in the face 

of instability in the region. To some extent, this could also have been an 

attempt to portray Turkey as a strategic asset for the EU and may not have 

stemmed from a genuine will to cooperate with the EU, but, still, there was 

an emphasis that Turkey and the EU needed to achieve closer cooperation 

due to the Arab uprisings.  

 

Expressing disappointment with institutional impediments limiting dialogue, 

FM Davutoğlu argued that Turkey could contribute to EU foreign policy and 

that coordination would be mutually beneficial. Yet, he repeated that “full 

coordination and joint action between Turkey and the EU” would become 

“practicable only when Turkey becomes a part of the EU decision making as 

a full member” (Davutoğlu, 2013b). Therefore, what is important to note here 

is that, almost a month before the crisis, the Turkish government reaffirmed 

its willingness to coordinate and to be a part of the EU decision-making 

mechanism. This indicates that the Turkish government saw the EU as an 
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important actor in the region, at least in their official statements, just before 

the removal of Morsi. 

 

Similarly, the EU side also stated that they were “committed to further 

enhance political dialogue on foreign policy issues of common interest”, such 

as developments on the Middle East. Speaking after his meeting with PM 

Erdoğan on 23 May 2013, the President of the European Council, Herman 

Van Rompuy, underlined that cooperation was essential and claimed, 

“Turkey is a key international partner and ally to for the European Union. Its 

regional role and active involvement in its wider neighbourhood deserve 

special acknowledgement and is irreplaceable” (European Council, 2013). 

This means, again, that in their statements, both the EU and Turkish leaders 

reaffirmed that coordination would be mutually beneficial. In this context, 

about a month later, Morsi was removed and the crisis presented an 

opportunity for cooperation in practice.  

 

When Morsi was removed, it is possible to say straight away that the EU had 

no impact on the Turkish position because the Turkish government declared 

its position, support for Morsi, immediately. There was not even basic 

cooperation because the EU was not specifically informed. A higher degree 

of cooperation could not have taken place anyway because the EU had no 

position when the Turkish government immediately reacted by condemning 

Sisi. This analysis will also highlight that in this instance the Turkish 
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government was the actor that pushed the EU to adopt a certain stance and 

criticise Sisi.  

 

After the Egyptian Army removed Morsi from office on 3 July 2013, the 

Turkish government immediately reacted and condemned the move. FM 

Davutoğlu was at the ASEAN Summit in Singapore when he received the 

news and his first reaction was to make calls to various foreign ministers 

around the world. Then, he interrupted his work at the Summit and returned 

to Istanbul the day after to evaluate the situation with PM Erdoğan. The 

position of the Turkish government was clear: the removal of Morsi was 

“unacceptable” (Davutoğlu, 2013a). On the day of the event, before leaving 

Singapore, Davutoğlu telephoned and urged foreign ministers around the 

world to stand up against the coup as Turkey did (Hürriyet, 2013b). It was 

reported that telephone calls were made to the foreign ministers of the US, 

UK, France, Germany, and Qatar (ibid.). At the very beginning of the crisis, 

the Turkish government had already decided on its position. Meanwhile, on 

Twitter, the Minister for EU Affairs and Chief Negotiator of Turkey, Bağış 

(2013b), expressed support for Morsi and said, “We must oppose a coup 

under any circumstances”. So, there was at least “unilateral information” 

after the Turkish reaction. An interviewed EU diplomat in Ankara also 

confirmed that they found out about the position of the Turkish government 

from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs once it was clear, and the overall tone 

was one in which Turkey called on the international community to criticise 

Sisi’s move (Interview EU05). This is a good example in which the Turkish 
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government pushed the EU to align with itself and to make statements 

condemning the coup. 

 

While Davutoğlu was making telephone calls to foreign ministers around the 

world, Bağış took charge of contacting the EU. It was reported that among 

the people that he telephoned were the EU High Representative, the 

Commissioner for Enlargement, the President of the European Parliament, 

and the Foreign Minister of Lithuania (because of its presidency of EU 

Council) (Hürriyet, 2013b). With regard to these contacts, it was reported that 

Bağış sent a message of “we must oppose the coup together” (ibid.). The 

Turkish government immediately formed its response on the day of the coup 

and these messages indicate that this is one of the clear instances in which 

the government urged the EU to act and expected support.  

The Turkish government especially expected a condemnation from the EU, 

which included referring to what had happened specifically as a coup d’état. 

On the day of the event on 3 July, the EU High Representative issued a 

statement, which said that the EU had a “deep concern” and expressed 

support for democracy in Egypt. The statement did not include the phrase 

“coup d’état”, nor did the subsequent statements released by the EEAS on 7 

July and 8 July. It was reported on 4 July that an EU diplomat had 

commented that the EEAS thought the army had gone “too far” but at the 

same time it was an “awkward” situation because nobody wanted to appear 

to back Morsi (Rettman, 2013). A spokesperson for the EEAS was asked 

whether events in Egypt could be described as a “coup d’état”. He 



 

 318 

responded, “We are, of course, not in favour of military interventions” but 

added, “It's interesting the army has said it intervened in order to avoid a 

bloodbath” (ibid.).  

 

What the Turkish government wanted to see from the EU was a clear 

message describing the events particularly as a coup d’état and as the EU 

avoided using this specific term, the Turkish government very quickly 

became critical of the EU’s attitude. For instance, on 5 July, on Twitter, 

Turkey’s EU Minister Bağış posted a tweet, targeting the EU:  

Those who cannot even say ‘coup d’état’ to a coup d’état should not 
anymore lecture the world on democracy and human rights. They would 
be ridiculed - even the African Union would laugh :) (Bağış, 2013a). 

Then, on 7 July, he wrote another message in English in a more formal 

manner without the smiley: “The coup d’état in Egypt can lead to undesired 

consequences... It is essential for the EU to call for immediate restoration of 

democracy” (ibid.) Therefore, the Turkish government was pushing the EU to 

take a stance recognising the events as a coup d’état and to make 

converging statements.  

 

There was a dialogue with the EU in the immediate aftermath of the events, in 

the sense that EU and Turkish high-level officials were on the telephone 

discussing the events as they happened. However, this was a part of the 

broader lobbying strategy of the Turkish government. Many ministers and 

high-level officials around the world were telephoned, including EU officials. 

So, this was not cooperation with the EU per se. That being said, the fact 
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that the EU officials (and not only the High Representative) were called 

indicates that the Turkish government gave importance to the EU position 

and after all, by making the telephone calls, the Turkish government took the 

initiative to communicate the Turkish position. In the conversations, the EU 

also had a chance to communicate its position and for this reason, it could 

be claimed that there was a step further than “unilateral information”. 

Though, it should be distinguished that the main purpose for the telephone 

calls was not to consult the EU or ask for feedback on Turkish position; the 

main purpose of the calls was to urge the EU to align with the Turkish 

position, which had already been determined. And the Turkish government 

immediately became critical of the EU as soon as the EU avoided the term 

“coup d’état”. So, there was hardly any substantial cooperation but rather 

there was a pressure from the Turkish side on the EU to act in a certain way.  

 

Moving on from the initial Turkish reaction to potential cooperation after the 

preferences had been formed, it could be argued that there was even less 

cooperation between the EU and Turkey because the Turkish leadership was 

upset with the EU over the avoidance of the term “coup d’état” and accused 

the EU of hypocrisy. The tension then limited potential for EU and Turkish 

leaders to liaise. Yet, information exchange continued.  

 

The Turkish government continued to intensify its criticism of Sisi and the EU. 

As a consequence, this created a situation in which, on one hand, the Turkish 

government was constantly criticising the EU for “failing” to react 
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appropriately, and on the other hand, as explained by a former EU 

ambassador to Turkey, nobody in the EU wanted to sit at the same table with 

the Turkish government, knowing that the Turkish leadership was blasting the 

EU at every opportunity and constantly “lecturing” about how to behave 

(Interview EU03). That being said, information exchange with regard to this 

CO continued; the EU and Turkey did not stop discussing foreign policy 

issues altogether. Egypt was indeed an item on the agenda, for example, 

when the EU High Representative and Turkish FM met in international 

meetings. However, the main point here is that, especially after the Turkish 

government started to criticise the EU fiercely, there was no political will from 

either side to cooperate. The Turkish attitude significantly limited any kind of 

potential cooperation that could have taken place with regard to Egypt.     

 

It is essential to clarify how the deterioration of Turkey-Egypt diplomatic 

relations and the critical Turkish attitude towards the EU reflected on 

cooperation in the area of foreign policy. The Turkish government defended 

its position fiercely to the extent that it burned its bridges with the 

government in Cairo. Officially, the Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs stated 

that Turkey was advocating the well-being of Egyptian people but that the 

Egyptian administration had “adopted a negative attitude and criticised 

Turkey’s principled and pro-democracy stance” (MFA, 2015). What actually 

happened was that the Turkish government became so much involved in the 

political situation in Egypt that it came across as hostile and provocative. On 

23 November 2013, Egypt expelled Turkey’s ambassador to Cairo, declaring 
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him persona non grata. Justifying this act, the Egyptian Foreign Ministry 

spokesperson referred to the remarks of the Turkish PM on the overthrow of 

Morsi and said, “Turkey was provocative and interfering in Egypt’s internal 

affairs” (Al Jazeera, 2013). Diplomatic relations were subsequently 

downgraded. As a result, the Turkish government sided with the Muslim 

Brotherhood under the pretext of supporting democracy for the Egyptian 

people so much that it caused a serious crisis between Turkey and Egypt. 

After this point, the Turkish government became even more critical of the EU 

because the EU maintained its links to Sisi, whereas, the Turkish government 

wanted the EU to cut all ties too, as HR Ashton’s advisor explained (Interview 

EU04). Former EU ambassador to Turkey Pierini described after this point in 

the following way, which also sheds light on the EU perspective:  

Nobody in Europe has said that Sisi has come to power democratically. 
The first objective is to restore stability in Egypt, so this is the realpolitik 
attitude of the West to deal with Sisi. As you can see Sisi has been 
received by a number of EU countries recently France and Italy. That’s 
something that Turkey totally disagrees with and Erdoğan keeps 
blasting (Interview EU03). 

Then, with regard to whether consultations took place, he explained: 

You have episodes like Erdoğan blasting the entire Western world about 
Morsi or about not defending Morsi and supporting generals who made 
coup d’états. Then, you’re not in a rational mode anymore. The 
methodology followed by Turkey became more and more difficult to 
coordinate (ibid).  

On the way in which the Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs brought up 

establishing coordination with the EU (e.g., the proposals made to establish 

institutionalised cooperation mechanisms across various platforms, such as 
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through the EU-Turkey Association Council meetings), Pierini claimed that 

even though the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was willing, the government’s 

policy did not allow anything of that sort. He stated: 

That [attempts by MFA bureaucracy] was contradicted by the political 
level. No politician wants to be lectured. So, what’s the point of having 
high officials sit and discuss the situation in Egypt if suddenly the 
[Turkish] political leadership blasts the EU. Yes, indeed the MFA was 
very willing but the political conditions were not there (ibid.).  

  

About the issue of the Turkish government “lecturing” the EU, which was 

mentioned in Chapters 4 and 6, Egypt was one of the issues on which FM 

Davutoğlu adopted an attitude perceived as being “lecturing”. In addition to 

the various EU diplomats mentioned earlier, a Turkish bureaucrat at the EU 

Ministry also cautiously confirmed the claim, saying some Turkey-EU 

meetings “might have turned into having more of an academic tone than a 

diplomatic one” (Interview TR02). This kind of behaviour also limited potential 

cooperation because, as another EU diplomat claimed, it was not possible to 

talk to the Turkish government about Egypt after a certain point because they 

had a “know-it-all attitude” (Interview EU05). 

 

Various EU diplomats also confirmed Pierini’s claim that the position of the 

Turkish government limited interactions. For example, an interviewee at the 

EU Delegation in Ankara explained: “Erdoğan said the EU had a wrong 

assessment of Egypt. Harsh anti-Western statements of course do not help 
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cooperation” and gave a very specific example in which the Turkish attitude 

towards the EU limited interaction:  

During the Gezi Park protests [started in May 2013] there was a visit of 
the European Parliament Foreign Committee foreseen and they had 
adopted a resolution on this event, which was critical. There was one 
paragraph pointing at PM Erdoğan and he didn’t like the resolution. So, 
the visit was cancelled. So, the public statement you’re making 
[referring to anti-Western comments of the Turkish leadership] can have 
an impact on both sides (Interview EU06).   

 

It should also be pointed out that the beginning of the Sisi period coincided 

with the Gezi Park protests in Turkey. There were some parallels with the 

situation in Egypt, in the sense that the government was dealing with public 

unrest, which was one of the reasons why the situation in Egypt was 

particularly salient for the AKP government.  

 

Furthermore, the government accused the West of being behind the unrest in 

Turkey, which led to anti-Western statements by government officials. In 

addition, various EU foreign ministers backed Germany’s proposal to 

temporarily block EU negotiation talks due to the protests. The point here is 

that the aftermath of the coup was not particularly a good time for EU-Turkey 

relations in general. And as indicated this reflects on the foreign policy 

relationship too. Both the accusations of the Turkish government that the EU 

was backing the generals that carried out the coup and anti-Western 

sentiments in public statements made by Turkish elites significantly limited 

EU-Turkey interactions.  
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With regard to the anti-Western comments of the Turkish leadership, Pierini 

very clearly pointed to the problem with maintaining a working relationship 

with the Turkish government:  

Where it becomes totally incomprehensible for the EU is when the 
Turkish leadership uses conspiracy theories [referring to claims that the 
West was behind the Gezi Park protests (e.g., an AKP official openly 
accused Germany)]. That works perfectly fine, or almost, within Turkey 
but outside it is either ridiculous or insulting (Interview EU03).  

Then, he added, “And that is when you suddenly have a split” after which it is 

not possible to move the relationship further (ibid). 

 

In short, the EU and the Turkish government had different reactions to the 

coup. The Turkish behaviour was based on supporting the Muslim 

Brotherhood at the expense of cutting relations with Egypt. The government 

pushed the EU to adopt a similar stance and stop talking to Sisi. The EU left 

the channel of dialogue open with Sisi, which upset the Turkish government, 

who began to fiercely criticise the EU. There were anti-Western sentiments in 

Turkish behaviour, portraying Europe as supporting coups or being behind 

unrest in Turkey. The Turkish government sided with the Muslim Brotherhood 

and criticised those who did not share the same position to a degree that it 

limited interactions with the EU.  

 

In terms of cooperation, there was no cooperation when the Turkish 

preferences were formed because the Turkish government immediately 

reacted by condemning the move of Sisi. Overall, there was information 
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exchange because after the public announcement of the Turkish position 

Turkish decision makers stayed in touch with the EU, mainly to push them to 

adopt a similar stance. As the EU kept dialogue open with Sisi, the Turkish 

government began to criticise the EU and accuse it of hypocrisy, which 

increased the tension with the EU even more to a degree that it was not 

possible to have a high level of cooperation. However, throughout this CO, 

after the Turkish reaction, there was information exchange, which indicates 

that there was more than “unilateral information”.  

 

Support for the Muslim Brotherhood did not derive from a purely rationalist 

cost-benefit calculus aimed to advance Turkey’s strategic interests in Egypt. 

So, it is not a clear-cut case in which rationalism might explain Turkish 

behaviour. However, it is possible to say that the fundamental divergence 

from the EU regarding Sisi made it costly for the Turkish government to have 

a high degree of cooperation with the EU, which explains not only why there 

was merely informative exchange but also why the Turkish government 

pushed the EU to take a similar stance.  

 

7.4. Turkish Reaction to the Rabaa Massacre on 14 
August 2013 (CO11) 
 

On 14 August 2013, security forces raided protest camps of Brotherhood 

supporters leaving behind more than 800 dead. It became known as the 

Rabaa massacre, as one of the larger camps was in Rabaa Square. An 

examination of Turkish behaviour in the aftermath of the removal of Morsi 



 

 326 

would be incomplete without touching upon the Turkish reaction to the 

Rabaa massacre. This CO is similar to the previous one since it is also about 

whether to support Morsi or Sisi, however it has a different quality because it 

is not simply about how legitimately the power was obtained but also how it 

was exercised. In this sense, it is similar to the case of Port Said (CO9), but 

under the Sisi government. So, it provides us with a chance to assess 

whether the need for consistency in the responses of the EU and the Turkish 

government provided an opportunity to engage in cooperation.  

 

Considering the importance of Egypt both for the EU and Turkey, 

cooperation was possible to tackle the crisis and growing regional instability. 

Turkey, who reacted immediately to the bloodshed, could have displayed 

cooperative behaviour in its response, which, again as in the previous cases, 

would have ideally involved an exchange of assessments of the situation and 

consultation. What happened was that, in line with its policy of support for 

the Brotherhood, the Turkish government immediately became one of the 

biggest opponents of the Sisi regime as well one of the biggest critics of the 

EU due to its persistent reluctance to refer to the intervention as a “coup 

d’état” and due to the way in which the EU continued to maintain open 

channels of dialogue with the Sisi government.  

 

This CO confirms the findings discussed so far that there was no 

consultation but only information exchange because, first, there was a 

serious divergence between the approaches of the EU and the Turkish 
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government. In the aftermath of the incident, the EEAS issued statements 

condemning the violence and expressing concern but still avoiding the term 

“coup d’état”. Whereas, Turkey emerged as one of the harshest critics of 

Sisi, urging the international community to take steps against the regime and 

refusing to recognise Sisi as legitimate. There were even insults traded 

between the Egyptian and Turkish authorities. For instance, urging Turkey 

not to interfere in Egypt’s domestic affairs, the Egyptian authorities called PM 

Erdoğan a “Western agent” that should not lecture Egypt on what to do 

(Hürriyet, 2013d). Consequently, diplomatic relations worsened between 

Turkey and Egypt with the Egyptian ambassador in Ankara being recalled on 

18 August and the Egyptian Foreign Minister arguing that Turkey clearly 

showed a “hostile” attitude, not only with speeches given by the Turkish 

government but also with its international moves (Hürriyet, 2013c; Hürriyet, 

2013f). Therefore, the essential difference was that the EU emphasised the 

need to end violence, and the restoration of stability; whereas, the Turkish 

government emerged as an opponent of the Sisi regime at the risk of cutting 

off its relations with Egypt. 

 

Second, as described previously, the Turkish government was very critical of 

the EU for avoiding the term “coup d’état” and this criticism can also be seen 

right after the Rabaa massacre as well. Before the massacre, PM Erdoğan 

was already critical, for instance on the 5 July, when referring to the EU: 

“They haven’t been able to call it a coup d’état. West, why are you silent? 

Why don’t you talk? Those who cannot openly say ‘coup d’état’ to a coup 
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d’état are supportive of coup d’état” (Erdoğan, 2013d). After the Rabaa 

massacre he again claimed that the EU should be “ashamed” for being silent 

(Erdoğan, 2013b). Similarly, the Minister for EU Affairs, tweeted that the EU 

needed to “wake up” and not be “quiet during the slaughter” (Bağış, 2013c).  

 

Third, the reaction of the Turkish government after the Rabaa massacre 

exemplifies how identity elements could be found in Turkish foreign policy 

discourse. Speaking in the Turkish city of Bursa, PM Erdoğan harshly 

criticised the West and expressed support for the Muslim Brotherhood on the 

grounds of shared culture and history with Egypt. The following excerpt 

summarises the Turkish position and attitude towards the EU:  

Personally, I called all the UNSC permanent members. My foreign 
minister called most of the foreign ministers of the EU… Even if 
everyone remains silent, we are not going to be silent. Because we 
know this: those who stay silent in the face of unfairness are evil. We 
are not going to be evil… I will open the pages of history now. What 
Skopje, Sarajevo, Pristina and Prizren mean to us is what Cairo means 
to us…. If we let Egypt down, then we cannot come into the presence 
of Orhan Gazi17 in Bursa…. When Sarajevo cries, Bursa sheds tears. 
When Cairo cries, Bursa cries as well… When we turn to the direction of 
Qibla18 we would like to have peace of mind. When we look ourselves in 
the mirror, we would like to see a reflection that is not ashamed and 
fulfilled its duty to its history and the heritage of our ancestors… The EU 
cannot dare to look itself in the mirror.19 When people who want justice 
are being shot down in Egypt, those who are silently approving and 
encouraging [the violence] have blood on their hands to the extent that 
they cannot even listen to their conscience. And I must say this openly: 

                                            
17 The second Ottoman sultan and son of Osman Gazi, the founder of the Ottoman Empire.  
18 Turning to the direction of Mecca for prayer.		
19 In the sense that it is ashamed of itself. 
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Those who are silent with regard to Egypt today cannot lecture anybody 
on democracy tomorrow. Those who cannot say ‘coup’ to a coup 
cannot raise their voices tomorrow for another country. They will play 
the same game that they play in Egypt today in another Muslim country 
tomorrow… Maybe they will want to involve another country or Turkey 
because they do not want a strong Turkey. They do not want a stable, 
developed country in this region (Erdoğan, 2013b).   

 

PM Erdoğan’s words are a reflection of the Turkish approach. There is very 

harsh criticism of the EU to an extent that the EU is accused of giving 

support to violence due to its silence. There is the idea that it is “evil”, 

whereas Turkey is not. There are many elements that are about identity, 

namely there are references to the Ottoman history and the idea that Cairo is 

similar to Bursa, as Sarajevo, Pristina, Skopje and Prizren all are (all share 

Muslim identity). And the important point is that the support for the Muslim 

Brotherhood is based on these identity-related arguments, for example, the 

idea that Turkey has a moral and historical duty to stand by the people of 

Cairo, which then according to PM Erdoğan means support for the Muslim 

Brotherhood. The remarks towards the end of the quote show the kind of 

anti-Western sentiments that are used in the foreign policy discourse of the 

Turkish government. There is the idea that “they” play a “game” – “they” 

referring to the idea that there are Western powers plotting against Turkey. 

“They” play this game in the Islamic world and because Erdoğan places 

Turkey in the Islamic world, he states that, and this is also a method for the 

rationalisation of support for the Muslim Brotherhood, what is happening to 

Morsi today can happen to “us” tomorrow.  
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Furthermore, another clear indication of how much the Turkish government 

was “emotionally” engaged in Egypt (as a Turkish diplomat claimed 

(Interview TR13)) and supported Morsi, is the way in which the Turkish 

government embraced the Rabaa hand sign.20 The hand sign emerged right 

after the massacre and became a symbol of it and one of the people who 

used it a lot was PM Erdoğan. In fact, it was reported (e.g., by the Voice of 

America (2013)) that PM Erdoğan might have invented the hand sign, 

although its origin remains unclear. PM, and later President, Erdoğan 

regularly used the hand sign in conferences and speeches. Shortly, many 

AKP decision makers started to use the hand sign when making speeches 

and there was even a suggestion to rename one of the squares in Istanbul 

“Rabia Square” (Serbest, 2013). President Erdoğan kept on using the hand 

sign and it was reported in November 2015 that he had a statue of the Rabaa 

sign on his study desk. This was revealed because, on his social media 

account, the chief advisor to President Erdoğan shared a photo of the 

President sitting in his office with the caption: “Our President called 

President Obama and discussed regional affairs” (Milliyet, 2015). On the 

desk, there was a statue of a hand doing the Rabaa sign and on the statue it 

was written, “One Nation, One Flag, One Motherland, One State. – Recep 

Tayyip Erdoğan”, which was a line that he used in speeches in order to give 

messages of unity (Hürriyet, 2015a). The statue of the Rabaa sign and the 

way in which the Turkish government embraced and used the hand sign 

                                            
20 Raising four fingers because Rabia in Arabic means “fourth” (feminine). It was used to 
express solidarity with the victims of the massacre.  
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generally (and possibly invented it) demonstrate the kind of intimate 

connection the Turkish government felt with the Muslim Brotherhood.       

 

Lastly, in terms of cooperation with the EU it can again be argued that this is 

an example of a case in which there was no substantial consultation with the 

EU. After the Rabaa massacre, the immediate reaction of the Turkish 

government on the day of the massacre was to urge UN members, especially 

the P5, to take action, which was mentioned in Erdoğan’s remarks in Bursa. 

Consequently, the Prime Minister’s office and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

urged the international community, primarily the UNSC, to react (MFA, 

2013c). For this reason, especially the US Secretary of State was telephoned 

by FM Davutoğlu personally right after the incident (Hürriyet, 2013a). 

Therefore, as was the case in previous COs, the EU was not the first point of 

contact; instead, the UNSC was prioritised. This is relevant more generally to 

the way in which the Turkish government prioritises cooperation with the 

UNSC or NATO when it requires a firm response/action (as also happened in 

the cases of Libya and Syria). It could also be claimed that this was another 

low point in Turkey-EU relations due to the Turkish accusations and attitude 

towards the EU, one clear indicator of this being a meeting between Erdoğan 

and President Putin on 23 November 2013, in which Erdoğan reiterated his 

desire for Turkey to join the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation. It was 

reported that Erdoğan, resentful of the EU, said to Putin, “Take us into the 

Shanghai Cooperation Organisation and save us from this [the EU] trouble” 

(Çetin, 2013).  
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There is also evidence from the interviews of this research that informal 

communication continued for this CO, as during the Sisi period, in general 

(Interview EU04). However, EU diplomats mentioned that dialogue with the 

Turkish government was particularly difficult when the Turkish government 

blamed the EU for supporting a coup and accused it of hypocrisy (Interviews 

EU06, EU02).  

 

So, regarding the aftermath of the Rabaa massacre, there is no conclusive 

evidence that consultation took place and there is no indication that there 

was a political will to engage in cooperative behaviour involving consultation. 

It is however highly unlikely that the Turkish position caught the EU by 

surprise considering the general attitude of the Turkish government towards 

support for Morsi and the fact that the EU was updated about Turkish 

actions, and even was urged to take a critical stance through diplomatic 

channels.  

 

7.5. Conclusion 
 

This chapter has focused on potential cooperation during the time of post-

uprising Egypt. The first CO examined surrounded the killings in Port Said in 

January 2013 during the period in which Morsi was in power. The key aspect 

of the Turkish reaction was that the Turkish government regarded the killings 

as a consequence of Morsi’s efforts to restore order in the country. The EU 

harshly criticised the Morsi government, whereas the Turkish government 
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continued to show support for Muslim Brotherhood policies. This analysis 

finds that there was information exchange but no consultation. Therefore, it 

was a step further than unilateral information. The support of the Turkish 

government for the Muslim Brotherhood contained elements of religion and 

identity, in the sense that the AKP in Turkey and the Muslim Brotherhood in 

Egypt had a shared political and cultural orientation. However, the 

continuous support of the Turkish government can also be explained by a 

cost-benefit calculation pointing to the way in which the Turkish government 

expected the Muslim Brotherhood to become a strategic ally in the region 

who could support the Turkish government in issues of regional importance, 

such as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Therefore, the strategic importance of 

cooperation with the Morsi government was higher than of cooperation the 

EU, which Turkish decision makers did not see as a capable actor in the 

region. This also meant that a higher degree of cooperation with the EU or 

criticising Morsi would have been costly.      

 

The second CO in this chapter concerned the removal of Morsi on 3 July 

2013 after which there was potential for cooperation with the EU. The Turkish 

government immediately condemned Sisi’s action and pushed international 

actors to recognise it as a coup d’état. There was again a divergence 

between Turkey and the EU because the EU avoided using the term coup 

d’état and prioritised the restoration of stability with the military in power. The 

EU kept channels of dialogue open with Sisi whereas the Turkish government 

did not recognise him as a legitimate leader, regarding instead Morsi as the 
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sole legitimate leader. The Turkish government gave continuous support to 

the Muslim Brotherhood even after it had become clearer that Morsi would 

not be able to retain power and that the military would stay. The Turkish 

government defended Morsi even at the expense of cutting all ties with the 

government in Cairo. At this point, it is possible to say that the logic of 

appropriateness has explanatory potential because the Turkish behaviour of 

cutting ties with Egypt is difficult to explain as a strategic action.  

 

In terms of Turkish interaction with the EU, the divergence made it costly to 

seek a higher degree of cooperation. The Turkish leadership often accused 

the EU of hypocrisy for not referring to what had happened as a coup d’état, 

which led to the deterioration of Turkey-EU relations and limited potential 

cooperation. Despite all, information exchange continued, which again 

indicates that there was more than unilateral information.    

 

The third CO in this chapter focused on the Rabaa massacre in August 2013. 

The massacre was another instance in which there was a possibility for 

cooperation with the EU. This analysis focused on whether consultation took 

place. There is no conclusive evidence that the Turkish government reached 

out for the EU opinion on their strong condemnation of Sisi. In fact, during 

this CO the Turkish government fiercely criticised the international 

community for being silent to a coup d’état. This CO confirms the finding of 

the previous one, in the sense that there was more than unilateral action and 
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the Turkish government’s behaviours cannot be fully explained by strategic 

action.  

 

This is the chapter in which the preferences of the EU and the Turkish 

government were most opposed and foreign policy cooperation was at the 

lowest level. Nevertheless, cooperation still involved information exchange. 

The Turkish government kept in touch with the EU although it did not 

completely believe the EU was an influential actor. The EU was informed 

about Turkish behaviour generally after Turkish decisions had been taken. It 

is hardly possible to say that, then, Turkish actions caught the EU by 

surprise.  

 

Furthermore, although support for Morsi had strategic aspects, support for 

Morsi after it was clear that Sisi would stay is difficult to explain as purely 

strategic, because completely cutting ties with Egypt was a costly action. 

Political and cultural affinity between the AKP and the Muslim Brotherhood 

played an important role in Turkish engagement in Egypt and these limited 

cooperation with the EU to the extent that they cause a divergence. As a 

conclusion, Turkish interaction with the EU during this CO was not beneficial 

and generally costly. Exchanging information without substantial consultation 

was the convenient action for the Turkish government.    
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
Conclusion 

 

The Arab Spring presented a critical juncture for the EU and Turkey. Both 

had interests in the countries where there were uprisings. These crises 

presented an opportunity for them to cooperate and tackle the growing 

instability in the region more effectively. Yet, there was a deadlock in Turkey-

EU relations that created a challenge in terms of foreign policy cooperation.  

 

The main questions that this thesis has asked were: “To what extent did the 

Turkish government cooperate with the EU regarding the uprisings, and 

why?” These questions are important because the analysis presented here 

not only sheds light on the dynamics of Turkey-EU relations during the Arab 

Spring but also makes a contribution to the literature that seeks to 

understand the foreign policy relationship between Turkey and the EU. The 

key point that has been made is that the foreign policy relationship is an 

ambiguous area of interaction that has been pushed slightly outside of the 

membership negotiations, which is precisely why it requires attention. 

Because the issue at hand is not exactly EU membership negotiations, the 

conventional literature that deals with Turkey-EU relations falls short of 

capturing the full picture due to its EU studies-centric analysis, which 

narrows down the area of interaction to the negotiation framework and 

presupposes a will from the Turkish side to enter the EU. The Arab Spring 
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demonstrated that there was (and still is) a lot more to the Turkey-EU 

relationship, regardless of the momentum of membership negotiations. It is 

possible to consider the EU and Turkey as two actors, and allies, in a region 

in which they have mutual interests, rather than basing analyses on EU 

membership negotiations.  

 

This thesis has focused on the uprisings in Egypt, Syria, and Libya and has 

analysed Turkey’s foreign policy cooperation with the EU using an analytical 

framework that distinguished between different levels of cooperation: “no 

cooperation” (unilateral action without any information or consultation with 

the EU), “unilateral information” (only informing the EU about planned action 

without giving it an opportunity to express its views), “consultation” (reaching 

out to the EU to request feedback on planned policy and exchanging 

information), and “co-decision” (consulting the EU, and if necessary, 

modifying behaviour according to feedback from the EU). Using this scale, 

the main objective of the empirical research was to identify the extent to 

which Turkish and EU officials consulted each other before and after the 

public announcement of Turkish positions. For analytical reasons, key 

moments during the crises were identified as cooperative opportunities in 

which there was a possibility for the Turkish government to take the initiative 

and to act in cooperation with the EU.  
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The empirical investigation concerning the extent to which the Turkish 

government cooperated with the EU was complemented by a theoretical 

investigation that aimed to assess the factors that explained the degree of 

Turkish cooperation with the EU. The main question here was whether 

cooperation was a result of a cost-benefit calculation or appropriate action. 

The theoretical framework (Chapter 2) outlined different motivations behind 

Turkish action with regard to cooperation and discussed rationalist and 

constructivist approaches that help explain potential factors influencing 

outcomes in terms of cooperation.  

 

For the rationalist approach, the thesis used a neoliberal institutionalist and a 

realist approach, and distinguished between general and issue-specific costs 

of action regarding cooperation. Fundamentally, the neoliberal institutionalist 

approach prioritised welfare maximisation as the dominant motivation behind 

Turkish action and focused on the long-term benefits of action; whereas, the 

realist approach emphasised short-term gains of cooperative behaviour and 

security concerns as the main drivers of Turkish behaviour. Specifically, the 

theoretical framework identified a combination of high and low politics, 

mainly involving security concerns in the short term and economic interests 

in the long term, policy divergence from the EU, and urgency of action as key 

factors determining cost and benefits of cooperation with the EU. On the 

other hand, the constructivist approach regarded the degree of cooperation 

as a result of the Turkish government following appropriate behaviour and 

pointed to norms and identity as key factors that affected the decision-
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making process in Turkey. Specific factors were identified as political and 

cultural affinity affecting foreign policy behaviour, including attitude towards 

the EU, and identification with norms of appropriate behaviour prompting 

cooperation with the EU. The theoretical framework also clarified different 

notions of appropriateness relating to both the general appropriateness of 

cooperative action and the issue-specific considerations that the Turkish 

government might have taken into account.     

 

This chapter will discuss the emerging pattern regarding the outcome of 

cooperation across different COs, and outline the factors that have 

contributed to this pattern. It will also discuss the theoretical implications of 

the empirical investigation and identify areas of further research.  
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8.1. Variation across COs 
  

Figure 4 shows the variation across COs regarding outcomes in terms of 

cooperation. The emerging pattern is that the degree of cooperation never 

reached the point of “consultation”, but in most cases there was more than 

merely “unilateral information”. This section explains why there was an 

absence of “consultation”, why there was more than “unilateral information” 

in some cases, and draws general conclusions.  

 

Overall, there was a lack of “consultation”: no conclusive evidence suggests 

that the Turkish government reached out to consult the EU about its actions 

either before or after the public announcement of Turkish positions. EU 

feedback was not sought after and not taken into consideration in the 

decision-making process. The Turkish government never requested the EU’s 

view for policy making.   

 

In most cases, there was more than “unilateral information”, meaning that 

there was information exchange between EU and Turkish officials. It should 

be clarified that “unilateral information” is different from information 

exchange. In “unilateral information”, the EU does not have an opportunity to 

express its take on a situation, but when informational exchange takes place 

both are updated on each other’s policies. The extent to which information 

from the EU makes a difference to the degree of Turkey’s cooperation with 

the EU can be questioned. Yet, it should be highlighted that the issue not 
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only concerns the EU sharing information, but also the Turkish government 

listening to the EU side regarding a situation, keeping the channels of 

dialogue open, and maintaining contacts through which the EU is able to 

justify any particular policy. Mutual updating leads to a better understanding 

of each other’s policies and encourages decision makers to talk more, which 

can potentially enhance the prospects of cooperation, especially if there is a 

lack of understanding about each other’s positions or if there is a significant 

policy divergence. The key point here is that information exchange involves 

more cooperation than “unilateral information”.  

 

The main finding of this thesis was that cooperation was mostly between 

“unilateral information” and “cooperation”, because there was information 

exchange in most cases. It should be pointed out that information exchange 

is not labelled on the scale because the categorisation had been developed 

before the empirical investigation was carried out. The categorisation on the 

scale could be revisited in further research, and a label, such as “information 

exchange”, could be added. 

 

The EU was one of the actors with whom the Turkish government was in 

touch, especially after the public announcements of Turkish positions. There 

were various reasons for staying in touch with the EU. One of the most 

important reasons was to push the EU to take a converging stance with the 

Turkish government. For instance, when the Turkish government did not 

recognise Sisi, it urged the EU to take a similar stance through conducting 
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foreign policy dialogue with the EU, or when the Turkish government was 

preparing for retaliation after the Akçakale shelling, it kept the EU informed 

because it wanted expressions of solidarity. Another important reason for 

staying in touch with the EU was to demonstrate to the EU that Turkey was 

an important asset for EU foreign policy. In the speeches of Turkish officials, 

there were frequent emphasises on the way in which Turkey could contribute 

to EU foreign policy.     

 

There are two instances in which cooperation was at the point of “unilateral 

information”: CO3 and CO8. These concerned the Turkish evacuation 

operation in Libya on 20 February 2011, and the downing of a Turkish plane 

on 22 June 2012/the Akçakale shelling on 3 October 2012. During these COs, 

there was no specific contact with the EU, particularly when the Turkish 

government was formulating its responses, and the EU was only informed 

after Turkish actions so that it could express support. What explains this 

variation is that these COs were hard security issues that required timely 

responses from the Turkish government. Having a higher degree of 

cooperation with the EU would have been costlier than informing the EU 

about Turkish action once the Turkish decision had been made. Therefore, it 

can be claimed that urgency of action was the main factor increasing the 

costs of cooperation. 
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With regard to the Libyan evacuation operation, the violence in Libya started 

to become a threat to the Turkish government due to the large number of 

stranded Turkish citizens and the uncertainty of the turmoil. As this analysis 

has pointed out, the EU was informed about the decision after the operation 

had started. Therefore, there was only unilateral information after the Turkish 

action – the EU opinion was not sought whatsoever. Similarly, in the cases of 

the Turkish plane and the shelling, there was only “unilateral information” in 

the sense that the EU was briefed about the course of action the Turkish 

government had already decided to take. In these instances, the EU was 

contacted primarily for the purpose of mobilising international support for the 

Turkish retaliation, which had the potential to escalate violence near the 

Syrian border.  

 

The other cases did not fully require immediate unilateral action. When the 

anti-Mubarak uprising (CO1) and the anti-Gaddafi uprising (CO2) started, the 

Turkish government waited for the international reaction and also did not 

want to jeopardise its relationships with the incumbent regimes. The 

decisions to contribute to NATO action in Libya (CO4), impose sanctions 

against the Syrian regime (CO5), participate in the Friends of Syria Group 

(CO6), and request international help for the record influx of Syrian refugees 

(CO7) were all made after observing the international reaction while 

exchanging information with the EU both before and after the declaration of 

Turkish policy. Similarly, after the killings in Port Said (CO9), the removal of 

Morsi (CO10), and the Rabaa massacre (CO11), the Turkish government not 
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only informed the EU about Turkish policy but also urged the EU to take a 

similar action to condemn Sisi. Therefore, all COs, except the two hard 

security COs mentioned, involved exchange of information with the EU to 

one degree or another. Although the reason for information exchange was 

not to enact “consultation”, there was a higher degree of cooperation than 

“unilateral information”.     

 

8.2. Strategic Action or Logic of Appropriateness? 
 

There is also the question of whether Turkish behaviour was based on the 

costs and benefits of action or the logic of appropriateness. Overall, it is 

possible to argue that the decisions the Turkish government took regarding 

the crises and regarding cooperation with the EU were based on minimising 

the costs of actions. To unpack this point, the rationalist approach has more 

explanatory potential in the sense that cooperation with the EU was limited 

when it would have been costly.  

 

There were not only general but also issue-specific costs regarding 

cooperation with the EU. The EU was not seen as a significant actor in the 

region that was capable of acting or making a change, which meant that 

cooperation with the EU seemed of little benefit. For instance, Turkish 

decision makers often emphasised that the EU was divided and unable to 

take quick decisions, and used this to strengthen their arguments that EU 

foreign policy would be more effective with the help of Turkey. It was not, 
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then, particularly preferable to consult the EU when making a decision, or 

especially when a decision was needed urgently.  

 

The issue-specific costs involved differences of opinions with the EU. Policy 

divergence from the EU, as a specific factor determining costs and benefits, 

was particularly important. Most notably with regard to how to react to the 

removal of Morsi, the EU and the Turkish government had fundamentally 

different opinions. The EU wanted to keep the channels of dialogue open 

with the Sisi government, whereas the Turkish government not only cut all 

ties but also condemned all, including the EU, who continued to talk to Sisi. 

Such radical divergence limited the prospects of a higher degree of 

cooperation, such as “co-decision”, since Turkish decision makers would not 

entertain the thought of speaking to Sisi as the EU were doing.  

 

Regarding the removal of Morsi, the FPA literature was particularly useful in 

identifying issue-specific factors that qualified as costs of cooperation with 

the EU. Particularly in this case, the AKP was sensitive about domestic 

developments, such as the Gezi Park protests in Turkey, which in return 

contributed to the way in which the Turkish government strictly opposed 

military intervention in Egypt. FPA’s focus on the domestic makes it possible 

to identify that the costs of cooperation with the EU were specific to what the 

AKP government in Turkey identified as costs. It is even possible to 

distinguish between the costs perceived by the AKP leadership and the 

bureaucracy, namely the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Turkey. This research 
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has found that the decision to cut all ties with the Sisi government was more 

a choice of the leadership rather than being a decision supported by different 

layers of the government.  

 

The rationalist approach also has more explanatory potential in the case of 

Libya. There was a U-turn in Turkish policy with regard to the Gaddafi regime 

at a time when the costs of criticising the regime decreased. The Turkish 

government joined the international coalition against the Libyan regime when 

it was clear that Gaddafi was going to fall and when it was more beneficial for 

the Turkish government to join the international action. Similarly, in the case 

of Syria, the Turkish government hesitated to criticise Assad because Turkish 

decision makers were not sure whether he would follow Gaddafi’s fate. When 

the international pressure increased and when it was no longer possible to 

appear to support the Assad regime, Turkish decision makers strategically 

adjusted their policy and joined the wider international community.  

 

Although rationalism better explains Turkish behaviour overall, there were 

instances for which rationalism could not fully account. Particularly in the 

case of Egypt, the continuous Turkish support for Morsi after it had become 

clear that Sisi would stay can hardly be explained as strategic behaviour 

alone. It is possible to say that support for the Muslim Brotherhood did 

indeed have its benefits when Morsi was in power. For example, Morsi was 

also seen as a key ally for the Turkish government in the region especially on 

matters of regional importance, such as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. When 
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Morsi was removed, it was costly to cut all ties with the Egyptian government 

no matter who was leading Egypt because Egypt could still be, as it was 

before Morsi, a strategic ally for the Turkish government. Therefore, 

continuing to support Morsi, that is, seeing him as the sole legitimate leader 

of Egypt at the expense of creating hostility towards Sisi, was the costly 

action. Considering the political and cultural affinity between the AKP and the 

Muslim Brotherhood, it is possible to say that there were also elements of 

religion and identity motivating the Turkish government to continue to side 

with Morsi. Therefore, the constructivist approach also has explanatory 

potential, especially in this case.  

 

The continuous Turkish support for Morsi also shows that in some cases 

identity can be salient and affect the Turkish foreign policy decision-making 

process. As this thesis has discussed, identity may widen policy divergence 

between Turkey and the EU and limit prospects of cooperation, as it did in 

the case of Sisi. Although Turkish behaviour vis-à-vis cooperation with the 

EU was mostly based on costs and benefits, there were instances in which 

identity significantly affected Turkish behaviour and the preferences of the 

Turkish leadership.  
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8.3. Overall Findings 
 

There are three overall findings of this study based on the analyses of case 

studies. First, the correlation between policy divergence from the EU and 

lack of a high degree of cooperation does not indicate a complete absence 

of cooperation between the EU and Turkey. Cooperation still exists even in 

periods when Turkish decision makers verbally attack the EU – for example, 

when they accused the EU of hypocrisy regarding its support for Sisi or when 

they publicly claimed the EU was wasting their time and that the Shanghai 

Cooperation Organization was a better choice for Turkey.  

 

To elaborate, divergence can take many forms. The most obvious one was 

when the Turkish government openly called what had happened in Egypt a 

coup d’état when the EU did not. Divergence can increase the costs of 

cooperation with the EU because it makes it difficult to incorporate EU inputs 

into Turkish decisions. There is also a practical aspect of the situation, which 

is that when leaders make openly critical statements about each other, it is 

difficult to have them in the same room to discuss foreign policy matters. 

Therefore, when there is divergence it is generally costly to have a higher 

degree of cooperation, such as “co-decision” or “consultation”.     

 

However, this does not mean that there is a total absence of cooperation. 

This analysis has demonstrated that the EU-Turkey foreign policy relationship 

has many layers, which include formal and informal channels of 

communication between the EU and the Turkish government. Regardless of 



 

 350 

the degree of divergence, there was no instance in which there was “no 

cooperation”; there was at least “unilateral information” even when the 

Turkish government had to take urgent action. During the course of the 

uprisings the Davutoğlu-Ashton dialogue particularly helped the EU and 

Turkey to talk to each other no matter how the formal relationship was 

progressing. In addition to that, the EU Delegation in Turkey was constantly 

in touch with officials in Ankara to learn of Turkish positions, and they were 

often informed by the Turkish government.  

 

The implication this has is that, in one way or another, the EU was always 

attached to the Turkish decision-making process. There was no substantial 

consultation or co-decision but none of the Turkish decisions caught the EU 

by total surprise because the EU was reasonably well-informed. Sometimes, 

the purpose of giving information was to request expressions of support or to 

make the point that Turkey was a valuable asset in the region for the EU, but 

there was information nonetheless. It could be claimed that Turkish decision 

makers valued informing the EU despite statements that portrayed the EU as 

an incapable and weak actor.    

 

The second overall finding is that the Arab uprisings marked a turning point 

in the foreign policy relationship because the EU frequently needed Turkish 

cooperation rather than the other way around and Turkey was often in the 

driver’s seat in the relationship. It was the EU that sought Turkish 

cooperation and used Turkish expertise in the region, which is a clear 



 

 351 

indicator of a shift in the balance of power between Turkey and the EU. For 

example, EU officials claimed that they trusted Turkey’s expertise in the 

region because Turkey had niche connections with regional actors that the 

EU did not. When Turkey hosted the Syrian opposition, the EU used Turkey 

to pass its messages (e.g., the EU wanted to urge the opposition to be more 

inclusive). Similarly, in the case of Libya, EU member states, especially 

France, wanted to play a leading role in the intervention but Turkish 

cooperation was needed to be able to use the NATO command structure.       

 

Therefore, it is possible to argue that the uprisings mark an effective 

departure from the traditional power asymmetry. Indeed, it could also be 

argued that this is not new but started when the EU began to lose its 

leverage over Turkey after the rise in Euroscepticism in Turkey following the 

loss of momentum in the membership negotiations. However, the Arab 

Spring is a clear example of the way in which the roles became reversed, in 

the sense that the EU is now in the position of making requests to Turkey.   

 

The third overall finding here concerns Turkish behaviour regarding the 

uprisings. In all cases, initially the Turkish government was reluctant to 

criticise the incumbent regimes. The primary reason was persistence with the 

“zero problems with neighbours” policy that had been implemented before 

the Arab Spring. The Turkish government had established close ties with the 

governments in Libya, Syria, and Egypt and the policy was seen as a 

success story of the AKP government. When the crises started, Turkish 
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foreign policy decision makers did not want to give up on the policy and they 

did not anticipate that the unrests would snowball into a broader democratic 

upheaval in the region.  

 

Again, the domestic politics approach of FPA literature is particularly useful 

because Turkish behaviour can be seen as the result of the foreign policy 

vision of Turkish decision makers. Individuals such as Erdoğan and 

Davutoğlu were particularly influential not only because of their personal 

relationship with the incumbent leaders but also because they were 

personally invested in the “zero problems with neighbours” policy. As for 

concrete policy choices, this meant that they hesitated to criticise and 

impose sanctions against the regimes. An evident example was when Turkish 

decision makers personally called Assad to persuade him to implement 

certain reforms.  
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8.4. Areas of Further Research 
 

One of the key implications of the findings of this research is that the foreign 

policy relationship between the EU and Turkey is not limited to the 

membership negotiations. The membership negotiations involve the foreign 

policy relationship but it does not necessarily cover all aspects of the 

interaction. The foreign policy relationship is therefore a somewhat separate 

area of interaction that requires further attention. This research has 

demonstrated that informal foreign policy interaction continued, and 

therefore can continue, in the absence of progress in EU membership 

negotiations. This is especially important at a time when foreign policy 

cooperation is gaining more importance, especially if we consider the foreign 

policy challenges that emerged after the timeframe of this analysis, such as 

the threat posed by so-called Islamic State, and politics around the Syrian 

refugee crisis.   

 

Furthermore, the asymmetry of power that has traditionally been the case 

between the EU and Turkey has changed considering the instances in which 

Turkey had leverage over the EU. This implies that there needs to be a new 

focus to understand the evolving nature of the EU-Turkey relationship and a 

departure from an EU studies-centric approach that sees Turkey solely as an 

actor seeking membership from the EU. An approach that acknowledges 

both the EU and Turkey as two independent actors in the region better suits 

the dynamics of the relationship in this context.  
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