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 TURKEY AND THE EU: A DIFFICULT BUT CRITICAL RELATIONSHIP 

 

On April 7, 2021, the European Union and Turkey held a meeting in Ankara at the highest level. The Turkish 

side was headed by President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and the EU by the President of the European Council, 

Charles Michel and the President of the Commission, Ursula Von der Leyen. At the end of the meeting at 

the Presidential Palace, the leaders moved to a living room where Erdoğan and Michel sat in two chairs 

flanked by the Turkish and EU flags, while Von der Leyen was left standing. After some hesitation, she sat 

on a side sofa, just like the Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Çavusoglu, who took seat on a sofa on the 

opposite side. The images circulated throughout the world and became viral in the social networks. 

According to the chief of Protocol of Mr. Michel, Dominique Marro, it was thanks to Michel’s intervention 

that Von der Leyen was not seated on a side chair during the luncheon and was not excluded from the 

official photo of the meeting. 

This incident happened shortly after the Turkish Government announced (March 20, 2021) Turkey’s 

withdrawal from the Council of Europe’s Convention on Preventing and Combatting Violence against 

Women and Domestic Violence, signed in Istanbul on May 11, 2011. The Convention aims to curb violence 

and abuse against women, and against boys and men, including gay men1. During the commented meeting 

in Ankara, Von der Leyen expressed the EU’s concern for Turkey’s withdrawal from the Convention. 

An issue discussed in the April 7 meeting was the extension of the controversial March 2016 Joint 

Declaration on migration, by which the EU would return Syrian refugees entering Greece from Turkey and 

would relocate one refugee for each one returned2. 

The Commission’ Spokesperson, Eric Mammer, while stressing that Mrs. Von der Leyen should have been 

seated exactly like Michel and Erdoğan, indicated that the EU did not want to create an incident over this 

obvious act of disrespect toward a woman. In the previous high-level Turkey-EU meeting, held in Brussels 

in 2016, Erdoğan sat next to both Jean-Claude Juncker and Donald Tusk, Presidents of the Commission, 

and the European Council, respectively. Von der Leyen is the first woman to chair the Commission. The 

Italian Prime Minister, Mario Draghi, when asked about the Ankara incident, responded that this behavior 

was characteristic of dictators, but that there was no option but collaborate with them to preserve our 

interests. 

The Commission’s mild reaction to Erdoğan’s plain discourtesy towards Von der Leyen and Mario Draghi’s 

comments show that, although relations between the EU and Turkey can be at times stormy, pragmatism 

often prevails. 

 
1 Erdoğan said, when the withdrawal was announced, that the Convention attempts to normalize gay relations and 
his Director of Communications, Fahrettin Altun, indicated that the Convention was incompatible with Turkey’s 
social and family values. 
2Under this Declaration it was also agreed that Brussels would ease its visa policy towards Turkey, would provide six 
billion euro in financial assistance for five years, would improve the Customs Union Agreement and would review 
Turkey’s accession process. 
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A long and winding road towards Europe 

Turkey has been knocking at the door of the EU for more than 60 years but, much before that, since the 

foundation of the Republic in 1923 by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the country saw in Europe the main pole 

of attraction on its way towards modernization. After WWII, Turkey benefitted from the Marshall Plan in 

1947, became a member of the Council of Europe in 1950, of NATO in 1952, and of the OECD in 1961. The 

European Economic Community and Turkey established relations in 1959 and, in 1963, signed an 

Association Agreement (the so-called “Ankara Agreement”), which included an “evolution clause” that 

opened the way towards a deeper relationship3. In 1987, Ankara applied for membership to the EEC. In 

1996, a Customs Union Agreement entered into force, which gave wide access for Turkish products to the 

EU market4.  

The Customs Union Agreement has benefitted both parties immensely. Total trade between Turkey and 

the EU reached 153.4 billion € in 20185. The EU is Turkey’s number one trade partner and the main origin 

of foreign direct investment (65.5% between 2008 and 2017). And Turkey is currently the fifth trade 

partner of the EU. 

A significant step forward in the process of Turkey’s accession was achieved at the European Council held 

in Helsinki in December 1999, which declared that: “Turkey could join the EU based on the same criteria 

as other candidates” (the so-called “Copenhagen Political Criteria”)6.  

After a slow start, finally between 2001 and 2005 (the so-called “Golden Age of Reforms”) Turkey made 

great efforts to improve its democratic credentials. Thus, thirty-four amendments to the Constitution 

were introduced and 8 legislative packages of reform were approved7. A “National Program for the 

Adoption of the Acquis” (further updated in 2003, 2005 and 2008) and a “Reform Monitoring Group” were 

established. Opinion polls showed that almost 75% of Turks wanted to join the EU. 

But, in the following years, the Turks saw that other countries which, in their opinion, did not have better 

democratic credentials than they did, received more financial assistance, and eventually became 

members of the EU (Greece in 1981, former Warsaw Pact countries of Central and Eastern Europe, 

Slovenia and Malta in 2004 and 2007, Croatia in 2013), while they were left behind. Or, as it was the case 

of Cyprus, were able to join the Club without fulfilling the condition of previously finding a solution to 

 
3 Article 28 of the Ankara Agreement established that: “As soon as the operation of this Agreement has advanced far 
enough to justify full acceptance by Turkey of the obligations arising out of the Treaty establishing the Community, 
the Contracting Parties shall examine the possibility of the accession of Turkey to the Community”. Relations were 
suspended after the September 1980 military coup. 
4 The Customs Union covers all industrial products, but excludes agricultural produce, except processed agricultural 
products. It also excludes services and public procurement. A later Memorandum improves access of fresh produce. 
5 Turkey’s exports to the EU amounted to 77.3 billion €, and imports to 76.1 billion € in 2018. 
6 Even so, the High Representative for Foreign and Security Policy, who at that time was Javier Solana, had to travel 
from Helsinki to Ankara to convince Prime Minister Bülent Ecevit that Turkey should accept this offer. 
7 These reforms included, among others, a significant presence of civilians in the all-powerful National Security 
Council, opening the possibility for teaching and broadcasting in Kurdish language, reforms of the Anti-Terror Law 
and the Criminal Code, making more difficult the closure of political parties, the abolishment of the death penalty, 
the approval of a new Civil Code that recognized full equality among sexes, the lifting of the state of emergency in 
the South Eastern part of the country and the recognition  of decisions by the European Human Rights Council as a 
basis for retrials.  
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their bilateral conflicts with neighbors. Many Turks believed that there was a lack of political will on the 

part of the Europeans, and a cultural and psychological gap that blocked their accession to the EU. Thus, 

they started to describe the Union as a “Christian Club”.  

EU negotiations begin and soon stall. 

The Cyprus conflict would eventually become a big obstacle to Turkey’s accession to the EU. The Greek 
Cypriots rejected the Peace Plan presented by the UN Secretary General, Kofi Annan, in a referendum 
held on April 24, 2004, while the Turkish Cypriots voted in favor of it. And, just a week after, a divided 
Cyprus joined the EU as a full member. Two twin EU Regulations that had been prepared by the European 
Commission to support the Turkish Cypriots and put an end their economic isolation (establishing direct 
trade with the EU and economic assistance), were rejected by the EU Council. This angered Ankara who 
thought that the Turkish Cypriots were being punished despite their efforts to achieve peace8. 
 
Just a few months later, the EU Commission concluded in its Regular Report that Turkey had sufficiently 

fulfilled the conditions to begin accession negotiations. And the EU Council gave the green light (not 

without much internal discussion) to start negotiations on October 3, 20059. 

 Nevertheless, in December 2006, the EU suspended negotiations on 8 of the 35 Chapters due to the 

refusal by the AKP Government to fully apply a Protocol to the 1963 Ankara Agreement, which foresaw 

the extension of the 1999 Customs Union Agreement to all new member states, including Cyprus. The 

Turks did extend the Customs Agreement but declared that they would not recognize the Republic of 

Cyprus nor would open their ports and airports to the Greek Cypriots. The suspension of negotiations 

produced great bitterness on the Turkish side, which expressed its conviction that the EU would never 

accept Turkey as a member, no matter what Ankara did. On the EU side, the tide of further enlargement 

had begun to ebb, and some member states were insisting on finding other alternatives to full 

membership for Turkey. 

From Kemalism to “illiberal democracy” 

The Turkish Republic, founded by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in 1923, was completely different from the 
Ottoman Empire. The Empire was indeed Turkish (Ottoman dynasty, language), but it also was Islamic (the 
“sharia” as the base of legislation and of social organization), and multinational in its structure (several 
nationalities were included within the empire). By contrast, the Republic was based on three main 
principles: 1.- “secularism”: although 98% of Turks were Muslims, the state kept religion under tight 
control in mosques, schools, and universities, while it was officially secular. 2.- “nationalism”: no different 
ethnic groups -Kurds, mainly10- were accepted or given specific rights within the country, and some 
historic events, such as the massacres of Armenians perpetrated in 1915-1916 by Ottoman Turks, were 

 
8 To facilitate the approval of the Annan Plan, Turkey had renounced its right to intervene as a guarantor under the 
1960 Treaties (the so-called “London and Zürich Agreements”), which had been signed by the Greek and Turkish 
communities and the three guarantor powers, Greece, Turkey, and the United Kingdom.  
9 Of course, not all necessary political reforms had been passed. Among them, the (in)famous article 301 of the Penal 
Code that punishes any words or actions that denigrate “Turkishness”, the Turkish nation or Turkish institutions. This 
provision limits freedom of speech and had been used, among others, to indite Nobel Prize winner (2006) Orhan 
Pamuk, for declaring that many Armenians had been slaughtered by the Ottoman Turks in 1915 and 1916. Article 
301 is still in force today. 
10 The Kurds were called “mountain Turks”. 
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considered “taboo” in political discussions and in the media and could not be acknowledged. 3.- “statism”; 
a powerful state (“Devlet”), kept under tight control the economy and the society. As for the foreign 
policy, the terrible experience of WWI implied that the Republic should not be involved in foreign 
adventures, following Atatürk’s motto: “Peace at home, peace in the world”. 
 
Based on these principles, “Kemalism” became the official ideology, with a strong personality cult towards 

the founder of the Republic, Atatürk (literally, “the Father of the Turks”). This ideology was present in 

schools and universities, and was prevalent in the Army, the bureaucracy, and the media. The 1928 

Constitution abolished “sharia”, and subsequently the Republic adopted the Swiss Civil Code and the 

Italian Criminal Code as the base of legislation. A ban on “medersas” (Koranic schools), women’s face veils, 

and the traditional cap, the fez (or “tarboosh”) was decreed, and the Latin alphabet was adopted. 

The Army, the judiciary, the prosecutors, and the bureaucracy took the role of “guardians” of Kemalism, 

especially against Kurdish separatism and political Islam, which were considered the greatest dangers for 

the Republic. Between 1960 and 1980, three military coups took place (1960, 1970 and 1980), as well as 

a “post-modern coup” in 1997 that ousted the coalition government of Tansu Çiller and the Islamist Refah 

Party of Necmettin Erbakan. The Army intervened to preserve the Kemalist system. 

The deep economic crisis of 2001 was a turning point in the life of the Turkish Republic11. It caused great 

suffering to large parts of the population and wiped out a completely discredited political class. In 

November 2002, it opened the way for the accession to power of the Justice and Development Party 

(AKP), a party with an Islamist ideology12. The AKP was led by former Istanbul major Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, 

a politician with populist tendencies and a strong believer in Islam as a political force. The AKP received 

wide support from Anatolian small business entrepreneurs (many of them deeply religious13) and a large 

part of the working class, despite its conservative ideology.  The AKP, under the able economic Minister 

Ali Babacan, continued the economic reform program set up by former World Bank Vice-President, Kemal 

Derviş, which led to a decade of robust economic growth (Turkey tripled the per capita income between 

2002 and 2010). A strong economy and political stability helped the AKP and Erdoğan to consolidate their 

power. 

Although the AKP initially continued political reforms, it used them to a great extent to introduce some 

measures that reduced the influence and power of the military and favored its Islamist demands. With 

the excuse of promoting human rights, it forced the acceptance of girls wearing the headscarf (“türban”) 

in the university campuses (an issue of great symbolism, as it had been banned for decades), the accession 

 
11 The crisis exploded after a strong verbal confrontation between the President of the Republic, Necdet Sezer and 
Prime Minister Bülent Ecevit in a meeting of the National Security Council. The Turkish economy entered the deepest 
depression since WWII. The GDP fell by 9% in 2001 and 2 million jobs disappeared. 
12 The “Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi”, AKP, was a Split from the “Welfare Party” (“Refah”, later called “Fazilet” or 
“Virtue Party” after the former was declared illegal), founded by the historic Islamist leader Necmettin Erbakan.  
13 During the years of Turgut Özal’s Presidency (1983-89), when wide structural economic reforms were introduced, 
a new business class arose in the Anatolian heartland, culturally conservative and devout Muslim. It embraced liberal 
economics and democracy. It also led to the growing influence of religious leaders, such as Fetullah Gülen, who 
emphasized the moral and social aspects of Islam. Gülen encouraged its followers to start businesses, open schools 
and hospitals, form charity associations and trusts. Gülenist ideas helped build a strong social base of support for 
the AKP throughout the Anatolian heartland. 
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to higher education of graduates of Islamist schools (“imam hatips”), the reform of the Higher Education 

Council (YÖK), which had been a guardian of Kemalist/secularist principles in the universities, and the 

appointment of a large number of imams to preach in the mosques. This led to a harsh reaction by the 

Kemalist establishment, and to domestic turmoil, with several coup plots uncovered and a lawsuit 

presented in the Constitutional Court against AKP (2008) to close the party. The AKP response was to 

introduce amendments to the 1982 Constitution14, which were adopted in a nation-wide referendum in 

September 2010, to curb the tutelary powers of the military and the judiciary. In July 2011, on the wave 

of another coup plan (the “Ergenekon15 case”16), Erdoğan increased its authoritarian trend and AKP moved 

forward to establish full hegemony, putting pressure over the independent press and the business class, 

and consolidating its hold over the academic community, the police, judges, and prosecutors and even 

over the bulwark of Kemalism, the Constitutional Court.  

ECFR political analyst Ivan Krastev rightly explains that, as Erdoğan’s authoritarian tendencies grew, so did 

his ambitions to become a major regional player (more on this later). He begun to move Turkey further 

away from Europe and the West. The more the AKP and Erdoğan consolidated their power internally, the 

less they need the EU as an anchor to justify reforms. Over the last eight years, and especially after the 

failed July 2016 coup attempt, Erdoğan has accelerated the process of concentrating all powers on 

himself, just like Putin has done in Russia. 

The big financial crisis that began in September 2008 had a significant impact on the Turkish economy. As 

the trade deficit and inflation grew, so did the dissatisfaction of the middle-classes with the government. 

In May 2013 massive demonstrations in Gezi Park in Istanbul were brutally put down by police. In 2014 

Erdoğan won his first Presidential election and immediately moved to change the Constitution, to 

concentrate all powers on the President of the Republic. He attacked independent media, imposing huge 

fines on the Doğan Group and jailing many journalists, among them some from the left-leaning and secular 

“Cumhürriyet”. He also acted against human rights activists and opposition parties, such as the Kurdish 

People’s Democratic Party (“Halklarin Demokratik Partisi, HDP”), whose charismatic leader Selahattin  

Demirtaş has been imprisoned since November 2016, together with other leading members of the party, 

accused of links with the terrorist organization PKK.  

The failed military coup of July 15, 2016 gave Erdoğan the opportunity to stage “the coup de grâce” to the 

Kemalist establishment and to the Fetullah Gülen movement, which was accused of being behind the 

conspiracy17. In fact, the President was the main beneficiary of the botched coup, which he described as 

 
14The 1982 Constitution was written under great influence of the military, one year before the country returned to 
civil rule. 
15 So named after a mythical city in Turkish folklore. 
16 Which led to the arrest of 48 generals (including former Chief of Staff General İlker Başbuğ), of 250 police and 

civil service officers, and the resignation of the Chief of Defense Staff and the Chiefs of the Army, Navy and Air Force.  
17 In 2013 Erdoğan fired some judges and prosecutors that had participated in an investigation on some dubious 
financial deals by his son, Bilal (possibly acting on behalf of his father) and other members of the family, which 
apparently were devised to help Iran to evade US sanctions. Erdoğan accused these officials of being members of 
the gülenist base. Since then, AKP and the Fetullah Gülen movement became enemies. A Turkish-Iranian 
businessman, Reza Zarrab, was jailed without bail in the US, as the US Treasury could trace money transferred by 
him in violation of sanctions against Iran, which prompted Erdoğan to complain to President Donald Trump. The US 
President then fired the public attorney who had filed the case against Zarrab and the businessman hired Trump’s 
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“a gift from God”, as he quickly moved to eliminate all opposition. The wide purges in the military ranks, 

the civil service, the courts and the academia and the further suppression of the press that followed the 

coup, raised concern in Europe and in the US.   

Erdoğan was finally able to change the Constitution, with a referendum held on April 16, 2017, won by a 

small margin (51% vs 49%)18. The parliamentary system was replaced by a “super-presidential” structure, 

giving the President power over the Council of Ministers, the appointment of judges and prosecutors and 

the control of the Constitutional Court (he appoints 12 of the 15 judges). Only the Parliament (“Grand 

National Assembly”) remained somewhat independent, but with a strong AKP presence to this day (293 

out of 600). The President can issue Presidential Decrees that can only be revoked by majority in the 

Assembly. Only issues related to fundamental rights cannot be legislated by decree, but the President can 

declare the state of emergency, in which case Presidential legislation remains beyond the control of the 

Constitutional Court. 

Since the referendum, thousands more university professors and civil servants have been sacked, 

journalist have been jailed and media punished. Erdoğan has ordered to file a case at the Constitutional 

Court to close the pro-Kurdish DHP on the grounds that it supports terrorism19. A growing number of Turks 

have fled and sought asylum in the EU and in neighboring countries (see El Confidencial “Exiliados de  

Erdoğan en Bosnia” https://www.elconfidencial.com/mundo/europa/2021-04-17/los-exiliados-de-

erdogan_3022468/).British  

As my former British colleague, Ambassador Sir Peter Westmacott, has written, this has been another 

missed opportunity: “The remarkable degree of national solidarity sparked by anger at the effrontery of 

the (July 2016) coup plotters provided an opportunity to bring the country together, not to drive people 

apart; to regain the momentum of reforms and modernization it had enjoyed under the AKP a decade 

earlier. But it was not to be.” (See, Westmacott, “They call it Diplomacy”, Princeton University Press, 

February 2021, page 319). Political commentators, such as CNN’s Fareed Zacharia included Turkey among 

the “Illiberal Democracies”.  

Erdogan is fixated in 2023, when the next presidential election will be held. As the economy continues to 

deteriorate faster due to COVID-19 pandemic, the currency loses value and inflation increases, support 

for the AKP and the President is going down. In the local elections held in March 2019, a popular politician, 

member of the opposition party CHP, Ekren İmamoğlu, beat the AKP candidate, former Prime Minister, 

Binali Yildirim, to become major of Istanbul. This was a big humiliation for Erdoğan, who forced a second 

election, but it was won again by İmamoğlu in June of the same year20. In March 2021, Erdoğan sacked 

 
friend Rudolph Giuliani’s law office. Turkey’s Halk Bank was sanctioned for participating in the avoidance of sanctions 
against Teheran. 
18 Some observers consider that there were many irregularities in the referendum, as opposition parties were denied 
of TV airtime, whoever opposed the Constitutional changes was accused of being “a supporter of terrorism”, and 
the government was even accused of stuffing ballot boxes. 
19 When it first came to power, the AKP was able to change legislation so that the closure of political parties (as it 
had happened to the Islamists “Refah” and “Fazilet”) would become more difficult. This has now turned against it, 
when attempting the closure of HDP. The Constitutional Court rejected the case on technical grounds. 
20 The election was repeated under the decision of the Supreme Electoral Council, controlled by Erdoğan. It also 
granted the post of majors in the South and South West of the country to candidates who came in second place in 

https://www.elconfidencial.com/mundo/europa/2021-04-17/los-exiliados-de-erdogan_3022468/).British
https://www.elconfidencial.com/mundo/europa/2021-04-17/los-exiliados-de-erdogan_3022468/).British
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the Governor of the Central Bank, Naci Agbal for raising interest rates to combat inflation. Agbal had been 

in the job only since November 2020. Hagia Sophia, which had been transformed into a museum by 

Atatürk, has become again a mosque by order of Erdoğan. 

As Erdoğan’s popularity begins to wane, some political movements start to take shape. Some prominent 

politicians such as former AKP Ministers Ali Babacan and Ahmet Davutoğlu are exploring the idea of joining 

a new center-right party, the “Good Party” (“Iyi Parti”21), founded by Meral Akşener, a dissident from the 

MHP (“Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi”, the “Nationalist Movement Party”, which is in practice a coalition 

partner of AKP). The “Iyi Parti” is gaining ground among the most educated, dynamic, and advanced parts 

of the electorate. 

From blockage of accession negotiations to backsliding 

The transformation of Erdoğan’s Turkey into an “illiberal democracy”, has had negative consequences in 

the process of accession to the EU. In December 2016, the EU Council decided that no new areas in the 

accession talks would be opened, due to the path taken by Ankara towards autocratic rule, which made 

progress in accession negotiations impossible. In July 2017, the European Parliament (EP) passed a 

Resolution asking the Commission to suspend accession negotiations with Turkey. The reaction in Ankara 

was extremely harsh, accusing the EP of being indifferent towards the activities of terrorist groups, such 

as the PKK and the Gülenist FETÖ. The Minister for European Affairs Çelik said that the Resolution had no 

other objective than “undermining” Turkish-EU relations and insisted that Turkey would reject any 

attempts by the EU to substitute a more intense cooperation on several fields (such as counter-terrorism, 

migrations, Customs Union) for accession negotiations.  

In June 2019, the EU Council noted that “Turkey has been moving further away from the EU, and accession 

negotiations have, therefore, effectively come to a standstill. No further chapters can be considered for 

opening or closing and no further work towards the modernization of the Customs Union agreement is 

foreseen”. The Council expressed particular concern about continued backsliding by Turkey on the rule of 

law and fundamental freedoms, including freedom of expression. In July 2019, new conclusions were 

adopted by the Council regarding Turkish drilling operations in the Eastern Mediterranean.  

However, in December 2020, both sides agreed to extend the 2016 deal to limit the influx of irregular 

migrants into the EU. This prompted criticism from MEPs, who said that the EU was excessively 

accommodating to Erdoğan’s demands and that it would encourage Turkey to extract more unilateral 

concessions from the EU in the future. On 28 February 2021, Turkey announced that it would no longer 

prevent the passage of migrants towards Greece, de facto suspending the agreement with the EU. Shortly 

after many migrants crowded together near the border trying to cross into Greece, and the Greek police 

had to intervene quite strongly to prevent it. Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis declared to CNN that the 

migrants were being used by Turkey to obtain more concessions from the EU. 

A neo-Ottoman foreign policy 

 
the ballots, raising concern about the integrity of the electoral system (see “EU-Turkey relations. Mapping landmines 
and exploring alternative pathways”. Eduard Soler I Lecha. CIDOB, September 2019). 
21 The “Iyi Parti” currently holds 44 seats in the Grand National Assembly. 

https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/index/meral-aksener
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As Erdoğan and the AKP consolidated their power internally and tried to reduce the weight of Kemalist 

ideology, they moved to extend Turkey’s influence throughout a region which had been the most 

important part of the Ottoman Empire. They initially found no significant obstacles. On the contrary, the 

ascension of AKP to power in Turkey, with a relatively young leader, which seemed ready to continue the 

necessary economic reforms, was positively greeted in the West. Although the AKP openly proclaimed 

Islam as its political ideology, it was soon presented by pundits as a model for the entire Muslim world. 

As Sir Peter Westmacott recalls: “By 2010, Obama was declaring Turkey to be a great Muslim democracy 

and a role model for other countries in the region”22. Commentators like METÜ professor Metin Heper 

affirmed that Erdoğan represented the most modern and democratic face of Islam and would play an 

important role in reconciling Islam and modernity in Turkey23. Many in the West saw the “moderate” 

version of political Islam embodied by Erdoğan and the AKP as applicable to other countries in the area, 

especially as the so-called “Arab Spring” uprisings gained momentum in various nations. 

The harsh reaction of the Turkish military against Islamism, pushed politicians like Erdoğan to hide its true 

intentions (what is called “taqiyye”24) when he founded AKP. He and his party portrayed themselves as 

pro-European and as a conservative political force (he even compared AKP to the Christian Democrat 

parties in Europe), which respected Kemalist principles. The mask fell later, when Erdoğan realized that 

Turkish efforts to advance on its quest to join the EU were futile.  

The AKP Government saw in the Arab uprisings of 2011 an opportunity to undermine secular authoritarian 

regimes and to expand its own influence in the region, in what was called a “neo-Ottoman foreign policy”, 

breaking with Atatürk’s advice not to be involved in foreign adventures. This, in turn, Erdoğan thought, 

would reinforce AKP’s popularity at home. Especially important was Egypt, where President Hosni 

Mubarak had to step down after massive street protests and Muhammad Morsi, leader of the Muslim 

Brotherhood, became President after he won in the 2012 presidential election. For years, the Muslim 

Brotherhood and Saudi Arabia had played a significant role in support of Turkish political Islam. Erdogan 

had been in the 1970s a member of the National Student Union (MTTB), an organization with links to the 

Brotherhood25. In 2011 he supported the Ennahda Government in Tunisia, as well as groups opposed to 

the Assad régime in the Syrian civil war.  

When Morsi was deposed in 2013 in a Coup led by General Abdel-Fattah al-Sisi, Erdoğan refused to 

recognize the new regime and began a strategic confrontation with the United Arab Emirates (UAE), who 

had backed the Coup. This rivalry made Ankara to align itself with Qatar, an emirate that seemed to share 

 
22 See “Turkey’s European Journey. A Ringside View”. The Atlantic Council. 2017. 
23 Metin Heper: “Islam, modernity and democracy in contemporary Turkey. The case of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan”. 
24 “Taqiyye”, to hide one’s true intentions until the appropriate time comes to reveal them. In the aftermath of the 
1997 Coup, he had been jailed for reciting a poem from poet Ziya Gökalp that was considered a call to Islamist 
rebellion. He was also prohibited then from holding public office for several years and had to resign from his post as 
major of Istanbul in 1998. 
25 See Kushai Agrawal: “Erdogan’s Islamist foreign policy at the Crossroads”. Indian Defense Review. March 2021. 
https://idsa.in//issuebrief//erdogan-islamist-foreign-policy-kagarwal-170321. Agrawal writes that Yusuf al-
Qaradawi, an Islamic theologian and intellectual giant of the Muslim Brotherhood, has been very influential in 
Turkey. He strongly defended the Turkish President during the Gezi Park protests of 2013, dubbing them as foreign 
conspiracies to destabilize the AKP government.  

https://idsa.in/issuebrief/erdogan-islamist-foreign-policy-kagarwal-170321
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Erdoğan’s Islamist agenda and was being boycotted by the Gulf monarchies26. The July 2016 Coup attempt 

in Turkey was the breaking point. Senior Turkish intelligence officials claimed that the UAE had had some 

links to Fetullah Gülen, through exiled Fatah leader Mohammed Dahlan. From then on, the Turkish 

Government built a narrative that the Coup attempt and the regional isolation of Turkey were products 

of a vast international conspiracy to sabotage a rising Turkey27. The murder of the Saudi journalist and 

Washington Post columnist Jamal Khashoggi in the Saudi Arabian Consulate in Istanbul in October 2018, 

stressed relations also between Riad and Ankara, as Turkish police released tapes that confirmed the 

murder. 

Erdoğan, together with Malaysia and Pakistan, tried to revive the idea of the Muslim “Ummah” (the 

community of believers) and, together with Iran and Qatar, sought to establish an alternative to the 

Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), which is dominated by the Saudis (they even held a summit 

among themselves in Kuala Lumpur in 2019). Turkey and Pakistan feel that the Arab Peninsula monarchs 

no longer defend the Ummah, as proven by their abandonment of the Palestinian and Kashmiri causes 

and the recent establishment of diplomatic relations and cooperation with Israel28.  

Erdoğan’s assertive regional policy put him also in confrontation with the Europeans. Turkish military 

operations in eastern Syria in October 2019 against Syrian Kurds (PYD and YPG), following the withdrawal 

of US troops ordered by President Trump, prompted a strong reaction from President Macron and 

Chancellor Merkel, who decreed an arms embargo on Turkey. In parallel, the Arab League urged the UN 

Security Council to take measures to force Turkey to halt its military offensive and withdraw its forces 

from Syrian territory.  

Libya is another area where Erdoğan has projected his “neo-Ottoman” foreign policy. He deployed an 

estimated 7,000 irregular forces to help the UN-recognized GNA (Government of National Accord), led by 

Fayez al-Sarraj, against the Libyan National Army (LNA), led by Khalifa Haftar. Haftar was backed by the 

UAE, Russia and France and the GNA by Turkey, Qatar and Italy. GNA and Turkish troops took over the oil 

fields of western Libya. And Turkey signed an agreement with the Government in Tripoli on maritime 

 
26 The Ankara-Doha diplomatic alignment soon was extended to the military field, with the deployment of more than 
5,000 Turkish troops in a base near the Qatari capital and financial support by Qatar to Turkey’s Treasury.  
27 See “Useful enemies: how Turkey-UAE rivalry is remaking the Middle East”. Asli Aydıntaşbaş and Cinzia Bianco. 
Policy Brief. European Council on Foreign Relations (ECFR)/380.  
https://ecfr.eu/publication/useful-enemies-how-the-turkey-uae-rivalry-is-remaking-the-middle-east/ 
28 Kushai Agrawal. Op. Cit. Agrawal writes that Erdoğan’s new alignment with Bashar al-Assad in Syria and the 
weakness of the Turkish economy makes his dream of reviving the Ummah totally unrealistic. 

https://ecfr.eu/publication/useful-enemies-how-the-turkey-uae-rivalry-is-remaking-the-middle-east/
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boundaries in the Eastern Mediterranean, which has given legal cover to its exploration of hydrocarbons 

in the area29, including waters around Cyprus and the Greek economic zone30.  

Turkey’s close relationship with the Muslim Brotherhood and Hamas has prompted its regional rivals to 

counter its influence in the region. In contrast to Turkey, the UAE has tried to portray itself as moderate 

and tolerant. In 2019 Abu Dhabi received the visit of Pope Francis and built a big synagogue in the Emirate. 

In the US, the UAE lobbied to get sanctions imposed on Turkey, under the “Countering America’s 

Adversaries Trough Sanctions Act” (CAATSA) in response to Ankara’s purchase of the Russian S-400 air 

defense system. On its part, Erdoğan criticized Washington’s approval of the referendum of independence 

in the Iraqui Kurdistan in 2017, the delivery of arms by the US to the YPG and its reluctance to extradite 

Fetullah Gülen. More recently (April 2021), tensions with Washington have increased after President 

Biden recognized the “Armenian genocide” by Ottoman Turks.  

Meanwhile, relations between Erdoğan and the Russian President Vladimir Putin have improved 

significantly in the last few years. Both countries have put behind the incident when a Russian fighter was 

shot down by Turkey in 2015. The peace deal brokered by Russia and Turkey in November 2020, to end 

the 44-day war between Armenia and Azerbaijan over Nagorno-Karabagh, is a recent example of the good 

understanding between both leaders. 

French President Emmanuel Macron, faced with Islamist-inspired terrorist attacks at home, favored the 

destruction of ISIS bases in Syria and disapproved of Turkey’s military attacks on Kurdish militias who 

fought the Islamic State. France and Turkey had also conflicting interests in Libya and supported opposite 

factions in the Libyan civil war. In 2020 both Presidents engaged in several diplomatic spats, which 

escalated into a naval stand-off in the Eastern Mediterranean. 

 
29 In 2019, Greece, Israel and Cyprus had signed an agreement to build a pipeline linking Israel’s Leviathan and Cyprus 

Aphrodite gas fields to mainland Europe, bypassing Turkey. In January 2020, the EastMed Gas Forum was established 

with the participation of Greece, Egypt, Israel, Cyprus and Italy. The UAE became observer in 2021. This project could 

compete with Qatar’s gas exports to Europe and prevent Turkey from becoming a hub linking the Caucasus, the 

Eastern Mediterranean and Europe. 

 
30 Turkey and Libya's GNA signed two separate pacts on Nov. 27, 2020, one on military cooperation and the other 
on maritime boundaries in the Eastern Mediterranean. The maritime pact asserted Turkey's rights in the Eastern 
Mediterranean in the face of unilateral drilling by the Greek Cypriot administration, clarifying that the Turkish 
Republic of Northern Cyprus also has rights to the resources in the area. The pact came into effect on December 8, 
2020. See “The Greek-Turkish crisis. Calls for negotiations”. Emmanuel Comte. CIDOB opinion 626. October 2020. 
https://www.cidob.org/publicaciones/serie_de_publicacion/opinion_cidob/2020/the_greek_turkish_crisis_calls_f
or_negotiation/(language)/esl-ES 

 

 

 

https://www.cidob.org/publicaciones/serie_de_publicacion/opinion_cidob/2020/the_greek_turkish_crisis_calls_for_negotiation/(language)/esl-ES
https://www.cidob.org/publicaciones/serie_de_publicacion/opinion_cidob/2020/the_greek_turkish_crisis_calls_for_negotiation/(language)/esl-ES
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With the economic difficulties increasing, fueled by Covid-19, and clear symptoms of dissatisfaction 

among many Turkish citizens, Erdogan seems ready to put some limits to its assertive foreign policy. He 

realizes that it is not in Turkey’s interest to isolate itself from the West, precisely when the economy is 

slowing down. When addressing AKP’ congress in November 2020, he said that his government wanted 

“to build Turkey’s future together with Europe”. In October 2020 Turkey subscribed an agreement 

sponsored by the UN, by which all foreign forces would leave Libya within three months and general 

elections will be held in December 2021 under UN supervision. It is by no means certain that this 

agreement will be implemented within the established timelines, but it is a step in the right direction.  

Conclusions 

Turkey’s long journey towards Europe has never been easy. The Turks are proud people and have strong 
feelings towards their nation and their culture. Their country lies in one of the most unstable regions in 
the world, and this has affected them deeply throughout history, even when Atatürk ordered to avoid 
foreign adventures after the destruction of the Ottoman Empire. And yet, they had been able to maintain 
a functioning democracy, even if not perfect. Unfortunately, in recent years, the AKP and President 
Erdoğan have been moving in the wrong direction, by centralizing power and quashing dissent, especially 
after the 2016 coup attempt. This has added to Turkey’s traditional bad press. 

Turkey plays an important role in the connection between the Muslim world and the West. Despite efforts 
by the Kemalist ideology to portray Turkish society as homogeneous, it is quite diverse, both economically 
and sociologically. Even after almost 20 years of AKP rule, political Islam has not been able to transform 
the society. Religious and secular people relate with each other without much difficulty. Turkey has a very 
dynamic business class and hard-working population. Many Turks are deeply religious, but not fanatic. 
Hardly any Turks have been involved in Islamist terrorism in the West. 

Although there is an excessive presence of the State in the economy and heavy bureaucracy, according to 
the World Bank, Turkey’s economic and social development performance since the early 2000s has been 
impressive, implementing ambitious reforms in many areas. This has led to increased employment and 
income. Poverty incidence more than halved from 2002 to 2015, and extreme poverty fell even 
faster. However, in the past few years, growing economic vulnerabilities and a more challenging external 
environment have threatened to undermine those achievements.  

Europe is still a pole of attraction, but many Turks have become disenchanted with the accession process. 
Although EU membership is still an appealing idea and most Turks still want to travel, study, work, or do 
business in Europe, currently only about 35% strongly desire access and less than 20% believe that the 
Europeans want them in. Nearly two-thirds (62%) believe that the 2016 Joint Declaration with the EU on 
migration was a bad deal and 75% believed that, while Turkey had fulfilled its obligations under this deal, 
the EU had not. 55% indicated that the modernization of the EU-Turkey Customs Agreement would not 
change their perception of the EU31.  

 
31 See Max Hofmann: “A snapshot of Turkish Public Opinion Toward the European Union”. Center for American 
Progress. September 2018. 
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/security/reports/2018/09/27/458537/snapshot-turkish-public-opinion-
toward-european-union/ 
 

https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/security/reports/2018/09/27/458537/snapshot-turkish-public-opinion-toward-european-union/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/security/reports/2018/09/27/458537/snapshot-turkish-public-opinion-toward-european-union/
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On the European side, there is not much enthusiasm either. The EU Commission states that: “Turkey is a 
key strategic partner of the EU on issues such as migration, security, counter-terrorism, and the economy, 
but has been backsliding in the areas of democracy, rule of law and fundamental rights”32. As a result, 
accession negotiations have been effectively frozen since June 2018. 

It is true that relations with Turkey are not easy. On the Turkish side, the AKP and Erdoğan’s growing 
authoritarian trend is damaging Turkey’s relations with the West and slowing-down the process of 
modernization. It is detrimental to Turkey’s image and reduces its international influence. The “neo-
Ottoman” foreign policy is raising concern among countries in the region and contributes to instability 
and confrontation. The AKP should also abandon its endeavor to revive “Ittihad-I Islam” (Unity of 
Believers) and follow a much more pragmatic path. 

But the EU has a key interest in the stability and prosperity of a country of 83.4 million people and a GDP 
of US $ 721 billion; which occupies a territory of enormous geostrategic importance to Europe; and is a 
NATO ally, which plays a significant role in the Middle East and North African region. Turkey is a key 
member of the Euro-Atlantic community and a security provider for Europe in Afghanistan, Syria, Libya 
and the Black Sea and a transit hub for gas supplies to the EU. Therefore, Europeans have a great 
responsibility when deciding what to do with such an important neighbor as Turkey. Europe needs clear 
ideas and leadership to find the best way to proceed, even if this is not a popular issue amongst European 
public opinion. 

 

      Amb. Manuel de la Cámara Hermoso (ED-España) 

        Madrid, April 29 2021 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 
32 https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/countries/detailed-country-information/turkey_en 


