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Turkey’s Grand Strategy in the Post-Liberal 
Era: Democratic Assertiveness

Belgin ŞAN-AKCA *

Abstract
The global security environment has been in flux for almost two decades now, and 
Turkey has been at the center of the major global shifts that have taken place since 
the end of the Cold War. The demise of the Soviet Union, the democratic revolutions 
in the Eastern European countries, the Gulf War, the invasion of Iraq in 2003, 
the Arab Spring and the subsequent domestic turmoil in some of its neighboring 
countries, such as Syria, have influenced Turkey dramatically. Among the recent 
major challenges, one can count an unprecedented refugee flow, the loss of interest 
by the U.S. in the Middle East and the ensuing opening of a sphere of influence 
for authoritarian countries like Russia and Iran to fill the vacuum, the revival 
of terrorist attacks and the halting of the long-awaited peace process to achieve a 
long-lasting solution to the Kurdish problem, and the strained relations with the 
EU. All of these challenges coincide with a period in world history characterized 
by the decline of the institutions-based order, rising nationalism and authoritar-
ianism in the most advanced democracies and-last but not least-a shift from a 
unipolar world to a multipolar one. In order to meet these challenges, I recommend 
that Turkey employ a grand strategy of democratic assertiveness, which consists of 
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(a) persistent democratic reforms in the domestic realm and (b) an assertive defense 
strategy in the military realm. In the present article, I analyze the existing state of 
the international environment to identify the risks and opportunities and to assess 
the overall instruments available to policymakers. I conclude with a presentation 
of the main pillars of Turkish grand strategy for a concrete recipe for policymakers. 

Keywords
Democratic assertiveness, unipolarity, hegemonic order, regime of dissidence.

Introduction
Grand strategy is conventionally perceived to be an overarching foreign policy 
plan for great powers. Indeed, it has rarely been discussed in the context of 
middle power states, since such states’ influence is thought not go beyond their 
immediate region.1 Nevertheless, the decline in American hegemony and, 
with it, the weakening of the post-WWII liberal institutions accompanied by 
the rise of China and Russia led to the resurrection of the major power rivalry 
and an increase in the significance of middle and/or regional power states. 
This complex global security environment presents challenges for countries 
like Turkey as well as some opportunities. I argue that the key to make the 
best use of these opportunities is to maintain a stable domestic political envi-
ronment guided by the principles of rule of law and democratic institutional-
ization. In this context, I propose that Turkey should follow a grand strategy 
of democratic assertiveness in order to minimize the threats to its security and 
interests from states and non-state armed actors in the long run. A strategy of 
democratic assertiveness builds on two foundations: (a) persistent efforts to 
implement democratic reforms in the realms of individual rights and liberties, 
freedom of speech and rule of law and (b) an assertive defense strategy that is 
transparent and consistent and coordinated with long-term security partners, 

such as the NATO and the EU. 

The major problems that will face the 
world in the future will stem from great 
power rivalry, the prevalence of proxy 
conflicts and the risk of nuclear war. 
This does not mean that global issues 
such as climate change, cyberattacks, 
economic crises and contagious diseases 
are not as important. Nevertheless, my 

We are at the juncture of a tran-
sition from a rules-based interna-
tional order to a post-liberal order 
characterized by states constantly 
competing with each other to 
achieve status, either globally or 
in their region
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focus in this paper is on the former. We are at the juncture of a transition from 
a rules-based international order to a post-liberal order characterized by states 
constantly competing with each other to achieve status, either globally or in 
their region.2 The uncertainty that characterizes this transition is exacerbated 
by a confused unipolar state, the U.S., with respect to the role it wants to play: 
whether to be the shaper of this new era or allow its role to be shaped by other 
major powers such as Japan, Russia, China and the EU. The confusion of the 
U.S. stems from two factors:3 (1) the cognitive gap between policymakers and 
academics, who are experts on the broader patterns of interstate relations, and 
(2) the gap between the foreign policy establishment, which has been motivat-
ed to shape the world in the shadow of the U.S. ever since the end of WWI, 
and the American public or domestic audience, which feels neglected by the 
establishment’s long-standing project of liberal hegemony. 

The future structure of the international system will be determined by how 
these two gaps are closed in the upcoming years. The major characteristics of 
the current international environment are as follows: 

1. A troubled unipolar state that is not fully committed to playing the role of 
a hegemon,

2. An increasing number of imbalanced interstate relations characterized by 
constantly shifting interstate alliances,  

3. The absence of a competing worldview with which to achieve a classical 
balance of power,  

4. Tension between nationalism and liberalism (long invested in the idea of 
global governance),  

5. The increasing cooperation with non-state armed groups to achieve for-
eign policy objectives. 

In order to identify the risks and opportunities available to Turkish foreign 
policymakers, it is essential to fully comprehend the kind of international 
system these characteristics yield, and to discuss the likely scenarios for the 
role of regional and global powers in this newly emerging system. The nation-
al security policy of every state is influenced by the material and ideational 
nature of the international system. The material nature refers to the distribu-
tion of power among the major powers in the world. The ideational nature 
refers to the dominant norms, ideas, values and institutions that make up the 
global governance patterns for economic relations and security related matters 
among states. 
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In the rest of the paper, I will first talk about the challenges and opportunities 
posed by the changing international environment and its main features as 
described above. Next, I will talk about the risks and opportunities for Turkey 
and identify major priorities in its domestic and international political envi-
ronment. Then, I will present the potential policies Turkey can implement 
toward a grand strategy of democratic assertiveness.  

Grand Strategy in an Age of Uncertainty
There are various definitions of grand strategy in the existing research. Posen 
defines it as “a nation state’s theory about how to produce security for itself.”4 
He then states that it entails “the preservation of sovereignty, safety, territorial 
integrity, and power position.”5 Brooks and Wohlforth define grand strategy 
as “a set of ideas for deploying a nation’s resources to achieve its interests over 
the long run.”6 A categorical definition of grand strategy was offered recently 
by Silove, who argues that grand strategy can be thought of as (a) a grand plan 
about the choices related to which objectives to prioritize and resources to be 
allocated towards these objectives, (b) a set of principles related to “decisions 
across spheres of statecraft with the view of achieving long-term goals,” such 
as the U.S. policy of containment during the Cold War era and (c) a pattern 
of behavior consistently displayed over time, such as U.S. policies toward the 
foundation of a hegemonic order in the post-WWII period.7  

Regardless of how grand strategy is defined, anarchic structure of the interna-
tional system, i.e. the absence of a world government to run to the rescue of 
states in times of external attacks to their security and survival, obligates each 
state with formulating a strategy to maximize its chance of survival. Edward 
N. Luttwak states that “all states have a grand strategy, whether they know 

it or not.”8 Going into this strategy are 
(a) a list of objectives that need to be re-
alized to maximize security and survival 
and (b) making appropriate choices with 
respect to the extraction and allocation 
of domestic resources toward achieving 
each objective. Figure 1 presents a basic 
process through which grand strategy is 
made. I start with the assumption that 
domestic political affairs cannot be iso-
lated from any strategy that strives to be 
a grand plan for a state’s future. 

Regardless of how grand strategy 
is defined, anarchic structure of 
the international system, i.e. the 
absence of a world government to 
run to the rescue of states in times 
of external attacks to their secu-
rity and survival, obligates each 
state with formulating a strategy 
to maximize its chance of surviv-
al. 
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Figure 1. Designing Grand Strategy 

States’ domestic policies have increasingly become influenced by develop-
ments in their external environments, and these policies in turn influence 
foreign policy decisions.9 The extent to which these two realms have come to 
be intertwined is almost unprecedented. Several factors are contributing to 
this trend, such as increasing interdependence among states, the U.S. empha-
sis on democratic government and human rights in the aftermath of WWII, 
and particularly in the post-Cold War era as a condition for the sovereign 
recognition of states, and an increasing number of non-state armed groups 
that regularly challenge states’ authority, bringing about weak states that are 
vulnerable to third-party interventions. These developments have also led to 
the erosion of sovereignty as an organizing principle of interstate relations. 

While some argue that the American predominance has been gradually fading 
away and we are in the middle of a transition from a unipolar to multipolar 
period, some argue that American hegemony will continue for several de-
cades, as long as it is willing to pursue a leadership position in an increasingly 
multipolar world.10 This transition period itself deserves special attention if 
we want to identify a roadmap for a Turkish grand strategy that will serve the 
country’s interests in this highly turbulent and volatile environment. Next, I 
examine the recent major shifts in the international environment to identify 
the risks and opportunities facing Turkish foreign policymakers. 

A Confused Unipolar Power
The post-Cold War era began with an optimism celebrating the success of 
liberalism against communism and the anticipation that liberal democracy 
would prevail as the dominant form of domestic political governance. This 
success, it was believed, would lead to world peace and stability under the 
guidance of the U.S.-led liberal hegemony. The present affairs of interstate 
relations could be described as anything but peaceful and stable, however, 
and hegemony has turned out to be an extremely ambitious goal, even for 
the most preponderant unipolar state human history has ever witnessed. The 
U.S. has been involved in armed conflict abroad for almost two of the total 
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three decades since the end of the Cold War.11 During these three decades, the 
attacks of September 11, the interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq, the 2008 
financial crisis, the failed Arab Spring, the ongoing tensions in the Middle 
East, the Russian transition to a revisionist regional power, the rise of populist 
regimes and “illiberal democracies,” the rise of non-state armed groups, insur-
gents, and terrorists, the trade wars between the U.S. and China and last but 
not least, a global pandemic make the top ten on the world scene in a long 
list of issues. 

One would anticipate that all these troubles would be better dealt with in a 
post-bipolar world, where there is a hegemon acting as the guardian of liberal 
institutions, rules and regulations. Instead, the hegemon has reached a point 
where it has begun to retrench from its long-held commitments to liberal in-
stitutions and democracy promotion abroad.12 What went wrong? In a 2017 
Foreign Affairs article, Ikenberry describes the decline of American hegemony 
with the following words: 

Is the world witnessing the demise of the U.S.-led liberal order? If so, this is 
not how it was supposed to happen. The great threats were supposed to come 
from hostile revisionist powers seeking to overturn the postwar order. The 
U.S. and Europe were supposed to stand shoulder to shoulder to protect the 
gains reaped from 70 years of cooperation. Instead, the world’s most powerful 
state has begun to sabotage the order it created. A hostile revisionist power has 
indeed arrived on the scene, but it sits in the Oval Office, the beating heart of 
the free world. Across ancient and modern eras, orders built by great powers 
have come and gone-but they have usually ended in murder, not suicide.13

Trump’s foreign policy pursuits after gaining office in 2016 might have caught 
the international community by surprise or shock. The rule-based order was 
being challenged by the very state that had championed its foundation. Both 
the security alliance and the trade systems that had dominated the post-WWII 
world were being denigrated as useless, in terms of advancing American in-
terests, by the new president. Although it came as a surprise to U.S. allies and 
trade partners, the debate about whether the U.S. would sustain its role of 
a liberal hegemon14 or apply restraint in its foreign policy through selective 
engagement15 had long been going on prior to Trump’s election.

Whether the recent election of Biden as the new president will bring the U.S. 
back to the world scene as a hegemon remains to be seen.16 Should that occur, 
there is almost scholarly consensus that it will not be on the terms of the U.S. 
only.17 Many argue that America should open space for rising powers such as 
Russia, Japan and China. For scholars who write in the realist tradition, this 
is not a choice, but an inevitability of the classical balancing strategy. Coun-
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It was not that Turkey did not see 
DAESH as a threat; rather, it was 
the fact that the U.S. was pursuing 
a policy that increased the sense 
of insecurity of a major ally in the 
Middle East by allying with an 
armed group affiliated with PKK, 
which Turkey had been fighting 
for decades till then.

terbalancing will occur regardless of whether the U.S. makes room for rising 
powers or not. On the other hand, liberals argue that the U.S. should engage 
more deeply with these states to prevent them from balancing against the U.S. 
and to determine the mode in which they rise as regional and global powers.18

Obviously, the international community is facing an unwilling unipolar pow-
er. Conventional U.S. allies, other than Israel, are facing a disengaging ally 
that also happens to be the guardian of the liberal international order. It is not 
even clear if the U.S. wants to continue its hierarchical relationships anymore, 
such as those with Japan and South Korea. Hence, it has been very difficult 
for other countries to predict the terms of their alignment with the U.S. In the 
case of Turkey, the U.S. seems unable to move beyond perceiving Turkey as a 
strategic ally. This made sense during the 
Cold War period, when the two states 
faced a common threat from the Sovi-
et Union. In the aftermath of the Cold 
War period, Turkey remained a member 
of NATO. Yet the strategic alliance be-
tween the U.S. and Turkey had already 
begun to falter by the time the Syrian 
conflict began; a major issue of conten-
tion had emerged when, in early 2014, 
the U.S. decided to support the People’s 
Protection Units (YPG) in Syria, an ex-
tension and/or partner of the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), in its operations 
against the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (DAESH). The two allies now also 
differed with respect to the source of threat, which is the most significant 
foundation of a strategic alliance. It was not that Turkey did not see DAESH 
as a threat; rather, it was the fact that the U.S. was pursuing a policy that 
increased the sense of insecurity of a major ally in the Middle East by allying 
with an armed group affiliated with PKK, which Turkey had been fighting for 
decades till then. This was very disturbing for Turkish policymakers.19

As a result, in the context of the Syrian conflict, Turkey frequently found 
itself aligning with Russia. This partnership was not necessarily a choice but 
a necessity on the part of Turkish policymakers at the time. The problem 
with such an alliance is that it is extremely asymmetrical, leaving little space 
for Turkey to pursue its interests autonomously. Indeed, U.S. support was 
occasionally needed to bolster a resilient stand against Russia. This two-tier 
alliance system further strained Turkey’s relations with NATO and the U.S., 
as did the purchase of the S-400 missile system. 
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How to navigate between a disengaging hegemon, the U.S. that also happens to 
be a long-time strategic ally, and an emerging regional power, Russia that strives 
to dominate the Middle Eastern political landscape? It is time to move on and 
change the nature of the alliance with the U.S. and NATO from a strate-
gic-based to a principle- or idea-based alliance. NATO already embodies the 
grounds for such an idea-based alliance. Common ground must be found for 
restructuring bilateral relations between the two countries beyond a partner-
ship, which only exists in the presence of a common threat. The election of Joe 
Biden might provide a window of opportunity for a better coordination of the 
strategic and ideational interests of Ankara and Washington. This would re-
quire a consistent effort on the part of Ankara with respect to a realignment of 
the values, ideas and norms that govern domestic politics and those that gov-
ern its foreign affairs. A strategy based on democratic assertiveness can help 
close the ideational gap between policies across these two realms. It is also the 
key for formulating a principle-based alliance with the U.S. that goes beyond 
spontaneous strategic calculations. A revised alliance with the U.S. will make 
it easier for Turkey to navigate in its asymmetrical alliance with Russia as well. 

Increase in Imbalanced Interstate Relations and Shifting Inter-
state Alliances
Interstate alliance formation has historically been a key component of world 
politics. Specifically, realist scholars argue that balancing is a natural conse-
quence of anarchy if a state is unable to deter external threats on its own. Both 
during the Cold War and in its aftermath, the scholarly community used 
balance of power theory to predict stability, the absence of major power war, 
in the world. 

The complex issues and actors involved in international politics in recent years 
point to powerful shifts in the nature of international relations. It is time that 
we question how much these classical methods will help to reinstate stability. 
The different layers of issues and actors require us to employ different meth-
ods so that we can provide policymakers with informed policy recommen-
dations. Two states might concurrently agree and disagree with each ither 
depending on the range and nature of issues. They might be allies and enemies 
at the same time. Let us take the Syrian crisis into consideration; for example, 
although Turkey is a member of NATO, it has dramatic differences with its 
major NATO ally, the U.S., when it comes to post-conflict power distribu-
tion in Syria. The U.S. and Russia have distinct perspectives over the crisis in 
Ukraine and Georgia, but they seem to have an agreement on specific aspects 
of the Syrian conflict. Each example illustrates the paradox in inter-state rela-
tions called relational imbalance.20 
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A new approach to examining these complex layers of interactions among 
international actors is network analysis.21 From the perspective of the U.S., 
DAESH is an enemy. Russia, a rival of the U.S., perceives DAESH as an en-
emy as well. The scenario presents the following triadic network relationship 
from the perspective of the U.S.: the enemy of my enemy is my enemy. It is 
a form of imbalanced relationship. If there were balance, the enemy of one’s 
enemy should be one’s ally. In other words, DAESH is anticipated to be an 
ally of the U.S., but that is not the case. Such imbalanced relations cannot 
endure. Therefore, actors will realign their strategies to reinstate balance in 
their relations. 

What does this imply for interstate relations in general and for Turkish foreign 
policy in particular? We know that as the number of imbalanced relations in-
creases in the world, states are more likely to engage in armed conflicts with 
each other.22 The present affairs in the international environment are germane 
to the rise of imbalanced relationships because the present era is not as rigid 
as the bipolar Cold War period. Writing in 2009, Ikenberry, Mastanduno and 
Wohlforth talked about the disciplining effect of bipolarity during the Cold 
War era.23 The external threat disciplined the American interest groups and 
lobbyists so that they deferred to key decision makers to define the national 
interests and how best to achieve them. By the same token American decision 
makers used caution when catering to interest groups and public opinion, so 
that the latter did not capture the foreign policy decision-making process. The 
authors stated that, under unipolarity, with less at stake in foreign policy, it 
is harder for leaders to discipline societal actors and easier for societal actors 
to capture aspects of the foreign policy agenda to suit their parochial needs… 
the likely results are in less coherent foreign policy and a tendency for the state 
to underperform in the international arena, missing opportunities to exercise 
influence commensurate with its preponderant capabilities.24 

The U.S., the unipolar power of the present era, has pursued a very inco-
herent foreign policy in key regions in 
which it has been involved since the end 
of the Cold War. The Middle East, for 
example, has been gradually abandoned 
by the U.S. This strategy is not limited 
to the Trump period. It goes well back 
to Obama’s presidency. If one examines 
the debates in academic and policy cir-
cles, the present attitude of the U.S. in 
the Middle East does not come as a sur-
prise. In 2016, Stephen Walt and John 

The U.S., the unipolar power 
of the present era, has pursued 
a very incoherent foreign poli-
cy in key regions in which it has 
been involved since the end of 
the Cold War. The Middle East, 
for example, has been gradually 
abandoned by the U.S. 
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Mearsheimer stated the following in defending their argument for offshore 
balancing: 

In Syria, the U.S. should let Russia take the lead. A Syria stabilized under As-
sad’s control, or divided into competing ministates, would pose little danger 
to U.S. interests. Both Democratic and Republican presidents have a rich 
history of working with the Assad regime, and a divided and weak Syria would 
not threaten the regional balance of power. If the civil war continues, it will 
be largely Moscow’s problem, although Washington should be willing to help 
broker a political settlement. In Europe, the U.S. should end its military pres-
ence and turn NATO over to the Europeans. There is no good reason to keep 
U.S. forces in Europe, as no country there has the capability to dominate 
that region. The top contenders, Germany and Russia, will both lose relative 
power as their populations shrink in size, and no other potential hegemon is 
in sight.25  

Given this background, Trump’s attitude toward NATO countries and the 
Syrian civil war do not appear unrooted in American scholarship and policy 
circles. And this shift in the U.S. attitudes over the last several years and the 
subsequent disengagement is one the main reasons behind the turbulent in-
ternational environment we experience at present. It is characterized by con-
stantly shifting alliances, which fit perfectly to relational imbalance scenarios. 
Alliances seem to be more pragmatic and issue-based, reminiscent of the in-
terstate alliances prior to WWI. They are formed based on common interests 
rather than shared ideas, values or worldview. 

There is a risk for countries like Turkey if they plan their foreign policy strat-
egy in accordance with this pragmatic tendency, however. An alliance pattern 
that is constantly changing is not sustainable or helpful for a long-term grand 
strategy. Existing research finds that the order of preferences among democra-
cies when making decisions about whether to form an alliance with a state or 
not is the following: joint democracy, shared enemy and common culture.26 
In other words, Turkey is more likely to form alliances with democratic states 
if it also chooses the path of further democratization. Nondemocratic states 
prioritize the motive of a common threat or shared enemy above all. This 
means that in the absence of a common threat it is very difficult to form 
alliances with authoritarian states. This might explain the challenges Turkey 
is facing in its relations with Russia. Empirical evidence also suggests that 
alliances between two democratic states are more durable than those between 
democracies and authoritarian states and between two authoritarian states.27 

Going back to the earlier examples of imbalanced relations, Turkey’s alliance 
with Russia is, in a way, an alliance with the enemy/rival (Russia) of its ally 
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(U.S.). In a triadic context, from the perspective of Turkey, it is an imbalanced 
relationship: the enemy/rival (Russia) of my ally (U.S.) is my ally. However, 
if it were balanced, the enemy/rival of one’s ally should be one’s enemy/rival 
as well. Of course, this does not mean that Turkey should not cooperate with 
Russia or that it should adopt an unfriendly attitude toward it. Rather, it 
means that balance should be brought back into the triadic relationship be-
tween Turkey, Russia and the U.S., especially in high security matters. 

The Absence of Alternative World Views
The demise of communism was widely perceived as an ideological victory by 
Western states against the communist Soviet Union. Liberalism managed to 
defeat fascism twice in WWI and WWII and communism by the end of the 
Cold War. Yet, according to Fareed Zakaria, the efforts to rebuild post-com-
munist societies led to a new form of democracy, which he labels ‘illiberal 
democracy’ that emerged in ethnically divided societies with no historical 
experience of constitutional democracy.28 Indeed, transitions to democracy 
in ex-Soviet and Eastern European states were often accompanied by ethnic 
tensions, an elevated sense of nationalism and civil war. Bosnia, Azerbaijan 
and Georgia were among the pioneering cases in which democratization led 
to contention among diverse groups. Zakaria further posits that every wave of 
democratization was met with a reverse process, dominated by “demagogues 
who were very popular” in the beginning and elected by the people. In or-
der to handle this “virus of illiberalism”, the most important task is to help 
democracy to consolidate and take deeper root in the societies in which it 
already exists, rather than trying to spread it to new societies and countries. 
Writing in 1997, Zakaria claimed that this was the most important role the 
U.S. could play at the time.29 Unless measures were taken, he warned, illiberal 
democracy would discredit democracy itself as the most respectable form of 
governance. 

It is not clear if democracy is to be discredited, but it certainly faces many 
challenges at present.30 Whether it will endure in the end as the most con-
solidated and common system of governance depends on the most powerful 
democratic state’s attitude toward it. The U.S. foreign policy of the last decade 
does not warrant much hope for it. Nevertheless, we also do not seem to have 
an alternative worldview emerging as an organizing principle of both the do-
mestic and international political realm. Most international relations experts 
agree that China looms on the horizon as a major rival against the U.S.31 
Nevertheless, they also agree that one significant component of China’s power 
that impedes its role as an alternative hegemon is its inability to develop an 
alternative worldview that challenges the perception of the U.S. hegemony’s 
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benign character and soft power. Without ideas that can unite different coun-
tries around commonly shared social and economic goals, it is very hard for 
China to establish an alternative hegemonic order. Therefore, the alternatives 
posed by Russia and China usually remain to be “counternorms, such as sov-
ereignty, security and civilizational diversity,”32 that are short of a universal 
ideology that promises peace and prosperity for all. 

Tension between Nationalism and Liberalism
A significant characteristic of the present international environment is the 
tension between nationalism and liberalism. The failures of the Arab Spring, 
the rise of right-wing populism and the increasing inequality, xenophobia and 
racism even within the most advanced liberal democracies have undermined 
the attractiveness of liberal ideology globally. Mostly, these troubles have been 
claimed to emerge as a reaction to increasing globalization around the world 
in the last couple decades or so. Furthermore, a hegemonic power, which had 
promised peace and prosperity to the world on the premise of democratic 
ideals, respect for human rights, liberal institutional cooperation and inter-
dependence has recently reneged on its promises by falling victim to these 
recent global shifts. Trump is the first American president in the seven decades 
following the end of WWII to question the value of the American hegemony 
for the American people.33   

In The Great Delusion: Liberal Dreams and International Realities, Mearsheimer 
argues that liberalism has always been existing in a world populated by na-
tion-states. And, therefore, when national issues come to the forefront of a 

state’s agenda, nationalism will always trump 
liberalism.34 Nationalism is an ideology aim-
ing to bond people who live in the same ter-
ritory. It is based on the innate understanding 
that one’s own nation is the priority. Liberal-
ism, on the other hand, is based on designing 
foreign policy to help other societies. This 
is because liberalism favors equal rights and 
liberties for all human beings, regardless of 
where they live in the world. When some so-
cieties fail in protecting these rights and liber-
ties, a liberal state ends up defending this idea 
through armed coercion, if necessary. This is 

why the U.S. has found itself at war with other states for almost twenty out of 
the total thirty years since the end of the Cold War. Whether this tension is 
resolved by the U.S. policymakers by tilting towards nationalism or liberalism 
is also to determine the future strategic and normative environment in the 
international system. 

The failures of the Arab Spring, 
the rise of right-wing populism 
and the increasing inequality, xe-
nophobia and racism even with-
in the most advanced liberal de-
mocracies have undermined the 
attractiveness of liberal ideology 
globally. 
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The Rise of Nonstate Armed Groups (NAGs) and States Alliances 
with NAGs
The post-WWII period has been characterized by the rise of organized vio-
lent and nonviolent groups seeking political reforms and/or territorial conces-
sions. Almost half of these armed groups have managed to secure outside state 
supporters that were/are willing to provide them with safe havens, weapons, 
funds, training camps, logistics and troops.35 This trend is mostly due to the 
decline in conventional warfare, by which states used to confront each other 
directly to gain territorial or political concessions. In the era of nuclear weap-
ons, however, it is too risky for states to engage in direct war.  

Rough estimates indicate that almost 20 million people have lost their lives 
in the internal conflicts that have occurred since the end of WWII. This high 
number of casualties is to some extent driven by third-party interventions, 
which often prolong conflicts rather than resolving them.36 Since there are 
no established rules about whom to side with once a conflict erupts, internal 
conflicts frequently transform into transnational proxy conflicts that become 
a theatre for the escalation of interstate rivalries and animosities. Most recent-
ly, the Syrian conflict turned into an internationalized conflict due to the in-
terventions of several state and nonstate 
actors. Empirical findings also reveal 
that states increasingly rely on armed 
groups to pursue their foreign policy ob-
jectives.37 Indeed, they often substitute 
conventional state allies with non-state 
ones.  

There is no reason to think that this 
will change in the near future. Wheth-
er armed groups are of ethno-national, religious or some other ideological 
origin, unless there is collective action based on a multilateral international 
framework for dealing with dissidence, it is very difficult to contain them. The 
U.S. declining role as a norm-setter makes it more complicated to develop a 
joint plan for dealing with domestic dissidence. Although from the end of 
WWI to the present several principles and norms emerged in response to the 
major challenges the modern state faces, such as self-determination and the 
responsibility to protect (R2P), there is hardly any consensus on how a new 
state enters into the international system. The UN, embodying the principles 
of sovereignty and non-intervention as a solution to global governance, falls 
short or occasionally contradicts itself when it comes to issues related to do-
mestic governance.  

The post-WWII period has been 
characterized by the rise of or-
ganized violent and nonviolent 
groups seeking political reforms 
and/or territorial concessions.
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Therefore, in the absence of an international regime of dissidence, states un-
dergoing internal conflicts are vulnerable to outside intervention by states 
that would like to pursue their own agenda and exacerbate those conflicts. By 
regime of dissidence, I mean a set of formal and informal norms and principles 
outlining the conditions under which an organized group of people, who have 
grievances against a government can actually share and/or influence governance 
or dissent peacefully.  

Extant research on international regimes finds that they reduce transaction 
costs and informational imperfections, thus facilitating cooperation among 
states.38 The formulation of an international regime of dissidence would re-
duce uncertainty in the international system by laying out (a) certain rules for 
governments about how to handle dissidence, (b) rules for dissidents regard-
ing the legitimate course of action to pursue their grievances, and (c) rules 
for potential outside interveners about the circumstances under which several 
forms of intervention are legitimate. Such a regime would be strengthened by 
setting standards for liability when parties fail in compliance. Some scholars 
recently went beyond recommending an international regime and suggested 
that a cosmopolitan global governance body needs to be established to iden-
tify cases of repression and human rights violations.39 For example, Kaldor 
argues that the international community needs “to develop democratic pro-
cesses for authorizing the use of legitimate force.”40 

Although the R2P principle states that the international community may in-
tervene to prevent a crime against humanity, such as mass killing, genocide or 
ethnic cleansing, even in clear cases of mass atrocities, multilateral action to 
protect civilians has been hard to coordinate. Nevertheless, the developments 
in Ukraine (the Euromaidan protests), the Arab Spring and the crisis in Ven-
ezuela paved the way for expanding R2P to other areas of human suffering, 
such as authoritarian repression and state failure. One could consider the in-
tervention in the Libyan civil war as the first multilateral effort toward the 
creation of a regime of dissidence. On March 17, 2011, the UN passed Res-
olution 1973 addressing the situation in Libya, which was the first UN-au-
thorized “use of force for human protection purposes against the wishes of 
a functioning state,” namely Libya.41 Though the subsequent intervention 
proved the difficulty of achieving consensus on what kind of military attacks 
by third-party states constitute “human protection,” it was obvious that there 
was an agreement on a new principle, namely that the international com-
munity has a mission to protect individuals from grave crimes. Clearly, we 
have transitioned to a world in which the nonintervention principle has been 
traded for the R2P principle. 
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If the U.S. manages to form a new platform or union of democratic states, it 
might try rewriting the rules of engagement in the internal politics of troubled 
states. Otherwise, a more turbulent world is awaiting us since major powers 
will use internally troubled states as a battleground to expand their sphere of 
influence in specific regions. 

Risks and Opportunities for Turkish Foreign Policy
The main components of Turkish foreign policy in recent years can be listed 
as activism, humanitarianism and security maximization.42 Turkey has been 
dealing with a humanitarian crisis and threats to its security and territorial 
integrity, both spreading from the civil wars in Iraq and Syria, while simulta-
neously trying to fulfill certain regional and global aspirations. A significant 
spillover effect of the Syrian civil war is the 2.7 million refugees who escaped 
the violence and atrocities of either the Assad regime and/or the armed groups 
that populated the Syrian battlefield from the beginning of the civil war. Tur-
key pursued an open-door policy toward these refugees.43 Another effect is 
the threat posed by armed groups, such as DAESH and the PKK that were 
using Syrian territories as safe havens and occasionally engaging in cross-bor-
der attacks. 

Trying to offset the spillover effects from 
these civil wars, Turkey frequently found 
itself navigating between the U.S., the 
European countries and Russia. Ankara’s 
vital foreign policy priorities were a mul-
tilateral solution to the refugee crisis and 
the protection of Syria’s territorial integrity during the extremely turbulent 
times described in the previous section. Turkey’s main difficulty lay in its lack 
of experience with a unipolar world, where the U.S. was not fully committed 
to playing the role of the hegemon as prescribed by liberal-oriented scholars. 
This lack of experience is obviously not unique to Turkey, since the post-Cold 
War unipolarity is an unprecedented system in world history.44 The Syrian 
crisis came at a time when the U.S. was already exhausted from its prolonged 
engagement in Afghanistan and Iraq as well as the lingering effects of the 
2008 financial crisis on the U.S. economy. 

This turbulent international context, characterized by a reluctant hegemon, 
an increased level of relational imbalance and major global shifts due to Chi-
na’s rising economy, present both opportunities and risks. In the next section, 
I conduct an assessment of these risks and opportunities. 

The main components of Turkish 
foreign policy in recent years can 
be listed as activism, humanitari-
anism and security maximization.
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Territorial Threat/Aggression 
Territoriality constitutes the foundation of the modern state system in the 
international arena. Indeed, a minimum size of territory is required to validate 
any claims of sovereignty.45 These claims are justified by security delivered to 
the people who populate a specific territory. Borders are considered a major 
defense against outside threats. Of course, this assumption relies on the fact 
that the threat to a state’s territorial integrity is usually conventional and from 
other states. But as we get closer to the recent era, it is obvious that humanity 
faces threats that transcend national borders, such as terrorism, diseases, glob-
al warming, etc.

The post-WWII international order was founded on the principles of sover-
eign equality and nonintervention. The liberal understanding championed the 
motto that sustainable peace is only possible if security is no longer divisible. 
In other words, sovereign entities should feel equally secure from aggression 
or use of force against their territorial integrity or independent existence.46 
This collective security notion, embedded in the UN, has been the major in-
strument for mitigating anarchy’s effects on interstate relations. The idea was 
to make sure that even the minor states felt secure from the intervention by 
relatively strong states. Up until the annexation of Crimea by Russia in early 
2014, the international community had settled on the idea that aggression, 
basically the forceful acquisition of territory, was banned and the days of im-
perial expansion were over. Although Russia had pursued revisionist policies 
prior to this incident, i.e. its occupation of South Ossetia and Abkhazia since 
2008, it was not anticipated to annex the territories of these two runaway re-
gions. Indeed, Russia had launched an invasion of the entire territory of Geor-
gia in 2008 until the U.S. launched a “humanitarian convoy” accompanied by 
U.S. warships as a “signal to Russia” to stop its aggression against Georgia.47 
Russia’s annexation of Crimea six years later undermined the mental barri-
er, embedded in the UN charter, against the forceful acquisition of territory. 
Although Russia based its annexation on a referendum and the principle of 
self-determination, in a statement issued by then U.S. Secretary of State John 
Kerry, Russia’s act was pointed out to be obsolete: “You just don’t in the 21st 
century behave in 19th century fashion by invading another country on a com-
pletely trumped up pretext.”48 

Should Turkey anticipate such a threat against its territorial integrity by outside 
states? The short answer to this question is NO. Considering the fact that Tur-
key is located near Russia, which has been known to engage in many glaring 
attempts at the forceful acquisition of territory in the post-WWII era,49 one 
can easily get skeptical about Russian intentions towards Turkey. Still, it is not 
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realistic to anticipate such a threat directed toward Turkish territory. Instead, 
it is already known that Russia can make it hard for Turkey to achieve specific 
foreign policy objectives in the Middle East. The recent confrontation in Idlib 
is an example of such a challenge. More significantly, the fact that the U.S. 
has been disengaging from the Middle East and shifting its focus to China 
and East Asia, does not help the situation at all.50 To mitigate the effects of 
increasing Russian regional influence and the disengagement by the U.S., Tur-
key has been trying to strike a delicate balance between its long standing allies, 
the U.S. and NATO and bandwagoning with Russia to get some leverage in 
the Middle East.  

As mentioned above, the risk is that Turkey’s relationship with Russia is more 
asymmetrical than its relationship with the U.S.51 Obviously, Turkey does not 
need natural gas from the U.S. The opportunity is that Russia can open space 
for some Turkish leverage on the issues of the Middle East at a time when the 
U.S. is withdrawing. But how much space Russia opens is directly correlated 
with the nature of relations Turkey has with the U.S., NATO and Europe. In 
the absence of a direct threat to its territorial integrity by regional and major 
powers, Turkey can forge idea-based principled alliances with other states. 

Domestic Instability and the Kurdish Issue 
Turkey’s peace process in regard to the Kurdish issue has been interrupted due 
to several factors. The war in Syria and the subsequent power vacuum encour-
aged the PKK to start planning for a semi-autonomous or fully autonomous 
Kurdish state in Syria.52 From the beginning of the conflict with Turkish gov-
ernment, the PKK has received considerable support, such as financial and lo-
gistical support, safe havens and weapons, from third-party states throughout 
its existence.53 

Third-party state support of the PKK is one example of handling foreign pol-
icy through proxies, which has been a common practice for many states in 
the aftermath of WWII, as mentioned above.54 Research reveals that there are 
several motives behind state support of armed insurgencies, such as getting 
even with rivals and protecting transnational ethnic kin. Interestingly, 52% 
of all armed groups manage to acquire external state backing in the form of 
safe havens, arms, funds, etc. Obviously, none of these instances of support 
were authorized by the UN. Each was a result of a unilateral decision-making 
process by individual sovereign states. In total, 132 states, almost 68% of all 
the states in the international system, have provided some form of support to 
an armed group in the post-1945 period.55  
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In order to prevent external rivals from gaining a bargaining chip against 
Turkey, it needs to take trust-building measures towards the solution of the 
Kurdish issue. We know from existing research that any perception of internal 
vulnerability creates an opportunity for outside rivals to exploit.56 A grand 
strategy of democratic assertiveness should rely on political institutions that 
serve for the consolidation of democratic ideas and norms for every segment 
of the society. 

Economics-Related Threats
Domestic economies have never been so interdependent with the rest of the 
world. We already know that increased communication technology facilitates 
interaction among individuals of different countries, and people see many 
different parts of the world as potential places to live rather than staying lim-
ited to their home countries. What matters for Turkish grand strategy is to 
calculate the potential areas that are most vulnerable to outside intervention 
in the realm of economy. This could be the energy, agriculture or food sector, 
the IT sector and/or the financial sector. Focusing on the security realm is 
not sufficient to reduce the vulnerability of Turkey in the face of increasing 
international economic issues. 

The instability of the Turkish Lira’s value in recent years vis-a-vis strong cur-
rencies, such as the U.S. Dollar, the Euro and the British Pound, make it more 
difficult to attract long-term investments into Turkey’s borders. A domesti-
cally strong Turkey with a high degree of societal consensus is very hard to 
achieve when there is inequality across different segments of the society. With-
out foreign investment, no state is able to achieve long-term development.  

Furthermore, Turkey has a high level of dependence on outside sources of 
energy. In 2019, 34% of the natural gas 
consumed in Turkey was still imported 
from Russia, despite the recent efforts to 
diversify the suppliers (17% of natural gas 
was imported from Iran and 21% from 
Azerbaijan). This creates an asymmetric 
interdependence with Russia. Although 
the recent discovery of natural gas in the 
Eastern Mediterranean provides an op-

portunity for cooperation in the region and a reduction of Turkey’s energy 
dependency, it also exacerbates the existing tensions among the main actors 
involved, including Turkey, Greece, Cyprus, Egypt and Israel.57 Therefore, the 
hopes for natural gas discovery bringing peace to the region seem to be on 

Focusing on the security realm is 
not sufficient to reduce the vul-
nerability of Turkey in the face of 
increasing international econom-
ic issues. 
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hold now. But the parties to these tensions should realize that the discovery 
of shale gas and liquified natural gas (LNG), as well as innovations related to 
renewable energy, will in the long run contribute to the diversification of ener-
gy resources, thus reducing the energy-driven interdependence among states. 
Long-term cooperation and prospects for peace should not be sacrificed for 
short-term gains. 

On November 16, 2020, China signed the Regional Comprehensive Eco-
nomic Partnership (RCEP) treaty with 15 countries that account for almost 
28% of world trade. On the global scene, “a hybrid international order” is 
about to emerge, that consists of the traditional Bretton Woods institutions 
and new ones, led by China, such as the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank 
(AIIB).58 These new institutions have a different approach when it comes to 
providing financial support to developing countries. They promote a Bei-
jing-style authoritarian state capitalism, which will have significant repercus-
sions with respect to market-state relations. Although these new institutions 
offer alternative venues for acquiring autonomy from the West in fiscal policy, 
they come at a cost. They may lead to an increase in the asymmetric ties with 
the East that are more difficult to sustain in the long run. This, in turn, might 
leave Ankara isolated. 

Main Pillars of a Turkish Grand Strategy of Democratic As-
sertiveness
Any grand strategy designed for Turkey cannot ignore the present, dramatic 
power shifts in the international environment. Two major developments that 
took place in the past decade pose significant challenges for Turkish foreign 
policy: (1) the traumatic experiences in the Middle East following the 2003 
U.S.-led invasion of Iraq and the disappointing consequences of the Arab 
Spring, and (2) the dramatic decline of American power accompanied by the 
unpredicted resurgence of Russia as an influential regional and global power. 
The U.S. domestic public’s pressure to reduce troops on the ground gave Rus-
sia an opportunity to run to the rescue of the Assad regime. Eventually, this is 
what the proponents of offshore balancing strategy had recommended to U.S. 
policymakers: let Russia take care of the Middle East.59 Therefore, it was not 
necessarily a choice for Turkish policymakers, but rather a necessity to work 
with Russia on the future of Syria.60 

The comprehensive analysis presented earlier revealed that the U.S. is shifting 
its attention toward China and East Asia as well as Russia. In an article that 
appeared in Foreign Affairs in 2014, Richard K. Betts, a senior fellow at Coun-
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cil on Foreign Relations, a very influential 
think-tank founded in 1921 with a spe-
cialization in U.S. foreign policy, states 
that “for a quarter century, Washington 
had the luxury of concentrating on sec-
ond- and third-order challenges: rogue 
states, medium-sized wars, terrorists, 

peacekeeping operations, and humanitarian relief. But the time has come to 
focus again on first-order dangers. Russia is back, and China is coming.”61 The 
U.S. National Defense Strategy of 2018 clearly stated that “inter-state strate-
gic competition, not terrorism, is now the primary concern in U.S. national 
security.”62

Understanding the future of American policy abroad is vital for any country’s 
design of a grand strategy, since it seems that the U.S. will not easily give up its 
dominance over world politics. But it will try to contain the negative effects of 
these aspirations on the economic and social aspects of Americans’ lives, and 
prevent major powers from being skeptical of America’s real intentions. Figure 
2 tries to capture the current features of the international environment, the 
foreign policy instruments needed to handle these shifts and how these in-
struments can help Turkey pursue a grand strategy of democratic assertiveness 
that can, in turn, help it continue to claim its regional and global influence. 
Realization of this influence is vital for security maximization and sustainable 
economic growth, which are the ultimate national interests. 

Any grand strategy designed for 
Turkey cannot ignore the present, 
dramatic power shifts in the in-
ternational environment. 
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Figure 2. Global Environment, Foreign Policy Instruments and Turkish 
Grand Strategy

Norms-based Activism
Long gone are the days when Turkey tried to strike a delicate balance between 
two rigid power poles led by the U.S. and the Soviet Union. The aftermath 
of the Cold War presented a significant opportunity for Turkey in initiating 
cooperation with the ex-Soviet Turkic states of Central Asia. This activism has 
later spread to Ankara’s interactions with other regions, and has continued 
throughout the entire AK Party period. 

Many experts agree that the U.S. will not be as involved in certain parts of the 
world as it was in the first two and a half decades after the Cold War. President 
Trump withdrew from the Iran nuclear deal, the Trans-Pacific Partnership 
trade deal and the UN Human Rights Council and threatened NATO, the 
most enduring military alliance in world history. The U.S. attitude can hard-
ly be described as rules- and norms-based anymore, and it is uncertain how 
much President-elect Biden will be able to reverse Trump’s actions, given that 
there are immediate issues, such as the Covid-19 pandemic and its increasing 
death toll, racism and economic inequality, that require immediate attention. 

The common misconception is that the decline of American hegemony, and 
thus the liberal order, equals a decline of liberal ideas, norms and values. Since 
there is not a new power stepping up to take the role of world leader, the an-
ticipation is that individual governments will adopt their own rules, ignoring 
the institutions, alliances and values that bound them together in the past. 
This might well be the case, but the desire for the rule of law, liberty, freedom 
of expression and respect for human rights are universal. In the current world, 
no government can endure ignoring these claims from its citizens. Even China 
will find itself in a situation where it is required to be more transparent and 
open, especially if it wants initiatives such as BRI and AIIB to succeed. Oth-
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erwise, it will be very difficult to market Chinese hegemony and leadership 
to the world. 

Why should Turkey continue pursuing a rule-based strategy in a world character-
ized by the decline of liberal institutions, norms and values? The U.S. is a major 
power and it seems that its unmatched military and economic capacity will 
not be matched by any other rising power soon. After it takes time to handle 
issues at home, the U.S. will once again turn to the world. It cannot afford 
isolationism or restraint for a long period of time. Such times of restraint have 
been a constant feature of the American foreign policy, but only temporarily. 
When the U.S. decides to come back and engage with its allies more, Turkey 
should be in a position to offer a competitive advantage. That competitive 
advantage is Turkey’s identity as a democratic country in the very turbulent 
region of Eurasia and the Middle East. Ankara cannot afford to be excluded 
from the club of democratic states that the U.S. will forge against Russia and 
China. Indeed, President-elect Biden signaled the formation of such a club in 
early 2020 in an article titled “Why America Must Lead Again,” stating:

During my first year in office, the U.S. will organize and host a global Summit 
for Democracy to renew the spirit and shared purpose of the nations of the 
free world. It will bring together the world’s democracies to strengthen our 
democratic institutions, honestly confront nations that are backsliding, and 
forge a common agenda...

The most effective way to meet that challenge is to build a united front of U.S. 
allies and partners to confront China’s abusive behaviors and human rights 
violations...

We must ... rally the free world to meet the challenges facing the world today. 
It falls to the U.S. to lead the way. No other nation has that capacity… We 
have to champion liberty and democracy, reclaim our credibility...”63 

Biden has already signaled that liberal-
ism must win over fascism and autocra-
cy.64 A grand design for Turkish foreign 
policy can only be successful in realizing 
its objectives if it engages with the world 
through a norms-based activism that is 
substantiated by endurable patterns of 
alliances and a defense-oriented military 
strategy.

A grand design for Turkish for-
eign policy can only be success-
ful in realizing its objectives if it 
engages with the world through a 
norms-based activism that is sub-
stantiated by endurable patterns 
of alliances and a defense-orient-
ed military strategy.
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Formation of Ideational Interstate Alliances
The current international environment is characterized by a degeneration of 
international institutions and a preference for ad hoc alliances, which do not 
seem to be sustainable and reliable over the long run. This is not a pareto 
optimal state for the international community to continue living in. It is tem-
porary and Turkey should make sure that it does not choose sides in these 
ambiguous times. Indeed, it should figure out areas of cooperation with every 
major actor in the international system and do so without irritating the oth-
ers. Economics estimates show that the U.S. will continue to be the dominant 
superpower for decades to come. China has a lot to do to catch up and Russia 
does not even seem to be close.65 At some point, the U.S. will go back to norm 
entrepreneurship as it did immediately after the end of two major wars. When 
that happens, Turkey does not want to be excluded or isolated. Developing 
stable relations in its region will provide leverage for Turkey to build deeper 
relations both with the U.S. and the EU in the long run.   
One feature of the present international 
rivalries is that ideology does not drive 
them. During the Cold War, allianc-
es were formed around shared interests 
and supplemented by a common world 
view. At present, this does not seem to 
be the case. Even if we acknowledge that 
we are approaching the end of the liberal 
era, China and Russia do not offer an 
alternative worldview or way of living 
for societies. Great powers usually have plans about how to run the affairs of 
humanity, not only their own domestic affairs. Both the U.S. and USSR had 
such plans. 

If Turkey wants to rise to be a regional power, it must also develop plans that 
promise a better future to the societies it wants to target for the realization of 
its foreign policy objectives. It seems that the U.S. will allow for the rise of 
a parallel order in the Middle East under the leadership of Russia. The role 
Turkey plays in this regional order will be determined by the amount of space 
Russia will allocate to states in the region, such as Iran and Turkey. Sustaining 
stable relations with the U.S., EU and NATO might be helpful in bargaining 
with Russia over a bigger role. Many scholars now agree that conventional 
wars that aim to achieve structural change are no longer anticipated.66 Rather, 
the new agents of change are “social movements and new forms of commu-
nication.”67 The present transition is considered to be leading toward a deep-

If Turkey wants to rise to be a re-
gional power, it must also develop 
plans that promise a better future 
to the societies it wants to target 
for the realization of its foreign 
policy objectives.
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er evolution than could be achieved by conventional warfare. Instead, the 
challenges the world community faces can be tackled with global governance 
according to some, who also argue that it would mean a shift away from the 
conventional state system.68 All of this provides further support for a Turkish 
grand strategy focusing on democratic reforms at home and ideational alli-
ances abroad. 

Some U.S. foreign policy experts argue that the best strategy other states can 
pursue against the U.S. is leash-slipping, which means that states can gain 
autonomy from the U.S. in the realm of security.69 By acquiring the S-400 
missile system from Russia, for example, Ankara might have thought to break 
free from the pressures of the U.S. against its interests in the Middle East. Yet 
it was obvious from the many encounters between Turkey and Russia that 
their alliance was not on an equal footing. Rather, Russia frequently pushed 
Turkey to accept its interests and objectives in the region, such as negotiating 
with Assad and not allowing Turkey to secure the entire territory at its border 
in the Northern Syria. Turkey’s alignment with Russia is an example of an 
issue-based alliance formation rather than a principled or value-based alliance 
formation, which is very hard to sustain in the long run. The fact that Turkey 
has seemed to fluctuate between Russia and NATO does not appear to be very 
profitable so far. It also reduces the predictability of Turkey’s intentions in the 
eyes of the Western countries, an assessment that might end up alienating 
Turkey during significant regional and global developments.

Democratic Reforms
By the end of WWI, Turkey’s great power status was over. For almost the en-
tire 20th century, its foreign policy has primarily focused on protecting its ter-
ritorial integrity and handling the threats that were posed against the country’s 
security and survival. This concern was exacerbated after the first Gulf War 
and the ensuing power vacuum in Iraq, the northern part of which turned 
into a safe haven for PKK militants to carry out cross-border attacks into Tur-
key.70 Turkey’s domestic issues, such as the prolonged conflict with the PKK, a 
nascent democracy interrupted by three military interventions in 1960, 1971 
and 1980, and economic and fiscal crises that continued well into the early 
2000s prevented policymakers from putting their energy into devising a grand 
strategy.71 In other words, Turkey’s process of democratization always contin-
ued side by side with other challenges it had to address, such as terrorism, 
military’s dominance over civilian authority, and economic crises. 

Most of the democratic reforms in Turkey were prompted by its expectation 
to accede to the EU. Throughout the 1990s, Turkey’s discourse with European 
countries was mostly dominated by its efforts to persuade the EU countries 



Turkey’s Grand Strategy in the Post-Liberal Era: Democratic Assertiveness

277

and the rest of the international community to designate the PKK as a terror-
ist organization. The most successful outcome related to Turkey’s counterter-
rorism strategy was reached when it continued with liberal reforms both in 
the political and economic realm and had stable relations with major powers 
such as the U.S. and the EU. Several examples in Europe, such as the IRA and 
ETA, prove that violence by armed groups is not perceived to be legitimate 
once such violence is carried out by armed groups that oppose democratic 
countries. The assumption is that democratic systems allow for the peaceful 
expression of grievances; therefore, it is difficult to find legitimate grounds for 
violent attacks against democracies by non-state armed groups. 

Power maximization through defense investments and alliance buildup will 
not be sufficient to protect Turkey’s national interests in the long run. The 
PKK has a high likelihood of receiving external backing from third-party 
states (given the past history) if the latter acquires some capability to restart its 
attacks at a large-scale in the future. When deciding whether or not to resort 
to violence, new research shows that both governments and armed groups 
design their strategy after an assessment of anticipated third-party support.72 
The resolution of the Kurdish problem is thus a pivotal part of a grand strat-
egy that relies on democratic assertiveness. The broader democratic reforms 
spreading across every segment of the society will also help close the ideational 
gap between domestic and international policies. Ankara can pursue an asser-
tive and securitization-oriented foreign policy strategy more comfortably by 
reinstating Turkey’s image as a democratic power in the Middle East. Its status 
as a regional/middle power will be better recognized by the international com-
munity if it is also a consolidated democracy.

Assertive Defense Strategy
In the beginning of this paper, I mentioned that one of the grave risks await-
ing humanity is nuclear warfare. Probably not among the great powers, but 
more likely among the second-tier or middle powers, such as India, Pakistan 
and China. The border disputes between India and China caught our atten-
tion when soldiers of the two countries fought with fists and rocks along the 
border between the countries on June 15, 2020. Nuclear weapons are mostly 
maintained by major powers to deter existential threats from each other. Yet 
recently we have heard leaders such as Putin, Trump, Kim Jong-un and Modi 
issue subtle threats or exchange rhetoric implying nuclear warfare. The real 
risk is that the more some leaders talk about nuclear weapons as an instrument 
of national security, the more they encourage non-nuclear states, such as Ger-
many, Japan, South Korea and Australia to start nuclear acquisition programs. 

Turkey is a neighbor to three nuclear states on its east, i.e. Russia, Israel and 
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Iran. Yet it is also the case that none of these countries have territorial conflicts 
with Turkey that would escalate to an armed confrontation. We know from 
existing research that the territorial conflicts have the highest risk of escalation 
into interstate armed conflicts.73 Therefore, Turkey’s defense strategy is best 
served by continuing to be an engaged member of NATO and deepening its 
existing security cooperation with the U.S. and European states. Despite the 
recent disagreements, Turkey and the Western countries, including the U.S., 
have a higher convergence of interests with respect to rising powers, such as 
Russia and Iran in the Middle East. Turkey can set off the excessive influence 
of these two countries in the region by aligning its interests with the U.S. and 
European countries. 

Conclusion
The preceding analysis positions Turkish grand strategy in the nexus of the 
complex global security environment by taking into consideration the con-
tinuing global shifts. Conducting a comprehensive analysis of the global or-
der, the major state and nonstate actors involved and the risks and opportu-
nities they pose, I made predictions about the future of world politics. This 
is necessary to provide informed policy recommendations to Turkish foreign 
policymakers. In addition, domestic policies are presented as an instrument 
of foreign policy given that the distinction between local and global has been 
increasingly blurred for all countries for a long time. A stable domestic po-
litical environment is crucial for the realization of foreign policy objectives. 
The liberal order created an international system in which states form their 
opinions about each other on the basis of the perceived legitimacy of their 
domestic governments. This perception is directly correlated with each state’s 
respect for basic individual freedoms and liberties within its borders. Whether 
or not liberalism will continue to shape interstate relations is a separate discus-
sion. But we know that the values, norms and ideas it promoted for decades 
are here to stay with us. 

Hence, I recommended that Turkish grand strategy be built on persistent 
democratic reforms alongside an assertive defense strategy. These reforms are 
essential to meet the challenges of the post-liberal order, such as a confused 
hegemon, rising authoritarianism and nonstate armed groups, the tension be-
tween liberalism and nationalism and the increasing number of imbalanced 
relations among states. 

It is a political project to achieve the societal consensus that would support 
this grand strategy. Without domestic resources, it is very difficult to fund 
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foreign policy initiatives. This political project can only be realized through 
genuine effort and planning by Turkey’s politicians to develop the institutions 
that will foster trust among the citizens. Not polarized societies, but those that 
are able to maintain channels of communication and dialogue across different 
segments of their population will be able to sustain themselves in the long 
run. 

The resilience of many states will be tested against an increasingly turbulent 
international environment and only those that maintain such consensus and 
inter-communal trust will survive-or be less likely to compromise their sover-
eignty to major power states. The realization of Ankara’s regional and global 
aspirations depends on how well policymakers can coordinate their efforts 
and policies at the domestic and international levels. Norm-based activism, 
the formation of ideational alliances that can endure beyond common threats 
and enemies combined with democratic and economic reforms are major in-
struments to this end. 



Belgin ŞAN-AKCA

280

Endnotes
1 For an excellent review of the existing research on the definition of grand strategy and its components, 

see Nina Silove, “Beyond the Buzzword: The Three Meanings of ‘Grand Strategy,” Security Studies, Vol. 
27, No.1 (2018), pp.27-57.

2 G. John Ikenberry, “The Plot against American Foreign Policy: Can the Liberal Order Survive?” For-
eign Affairs, Vol. 96, No. 2 (2017), pp. 2-9; Yuval Noah Hariri, “We Need a Post-liberal Order Now,” 
The Economist, September 26, 2018, https://www.economist.com/open-future/2018/09/26/we-need-
a-post-liberal-order-now (Accessed March 14, 2020). 

3 Paul Musgrave, “International Hegemony Meets Domestic Politics: Why Liberals can be Pessimists,” 
Security Studies, Vol. 28, No. 3 (2019), pp. 451-478.

4 Barry R. Posen, Restraint: A New Foundation for US Grand Strategy, New York: Cornell University 
Press, 2014. 

5 Ibid, p.1. 

6 Stephen G .Brooks & William C. Wohlforth, America Abroad: Why the Sole Superpower Should Not 
Pull Back from the World, New York: Oxford University Press, 2016, p. 75; Stephen G. Brooks, John 
Ikenberry & William C. Wohlforth, “Don’t Come Home America: The Case against Retrenchment,” 
International Security, Vol. 37, No. 3 (2012), p. 11.

7 Silove, “Beyond the Buzzword,” p. 51.  

8 Edward Luttwak, The Grand Strategy of the Byzantine Empire, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2009, p. 409. 

9 Robert D. Putnam, “Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: The Logic of Two-Level Games,” International 
Organization, Vol. 42, No. 3 (1988), pp. 427-460; Richard Rosecrance & Arthur Stein (eds.), The Do-
mestic Bases of Grand Strategy, New York: Cornell University Press, 1993; Jeffrey W. Legro, Rethinking 
the World: Great Power Strategies and International Order, New York: Cornell University Press, 2007; 
Thomas J. Christensen, Useful Adversaries: Grand Strategy, Domestic Mobilization, and Sino-American 
Conflict, 1947-1958, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1996. 

10 Nuno P. Monteiro, Theory of Unipolar Politics, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014; G. John 
Ikenberry & Daniel H. Nexon, “Hegemony Studies 3.0: The Dynamics of Hegemonic Orders,” Se-
curity Studies , Vol. 28, No. 3, (2019), pp. 395-421; Michael Mastanduno, “Preserving the Unipolar 
Moment: Realist Theories and U.S. Grand Strategy after the Cold War,” International Security, Vol. 
21, No. 4 (1997), pp. 49-88; Stephen G. Brooks & William C. Wohlforth, World Out of Balance: 
International Relations and the Challenge of American Primacy, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 
2008. 

11 John J. Mearsheimer, The Great Delusion: Liberal Dreams and International Realities, New York: Yale 
University Press, 2018, p. 5. He also says that the U.S. has engaged with seven different wars since 
1989. 

12 Brooks, Ikenberry & Wohlforth, “Don’t Come Home America.” 

13 Ikenberry, “The Plot Against American Foreign Policy.”

14 G. John Ikenberry, Liberal Leviathan: The Origins, Crisis, and Transformation of the American World Or-
der, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2011; Joseph S. Nye Jr., Bound to Lead: The Changing 
Nature of American Power, New York: Basic Books, 1990; Brooks & Wohlforth, World Out of Balance; 
Robert J. Art, A Grand Strategy for America, NY: Cornell University Press, 2003. 

15 Stephen M. Walt, Taming American Power: The Global Response to U.S. Primacy, New York: W.W. Nor-
ton, 2006; Stephen M. Walt, “In the National Interest: A Grand New Strategy for American Foreign 
Policy,” Boston Review, Vol. 30, No. 1 (2005); Posen, Restraint; John J. Mearsheimer, “Pull Those Boots 
Off the Ground,” Newsweek, December 31, 2008; John J. Mearsheimer & Stephen M. Walt, Israel 
Lobby and U.S. Foreign Policy, New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2007. 



Turkey’s Grand Strategy in the Post-Liberal Era: Democratic Assertiveness

281

16 Samantha Powers, “The Can-Do Power: America’s Advantage and Biden’s Chance,” Foreign Affairs, 
(January/February 2021).  

17 As I am writing these sentences, there are debates among American policy and academic circles regard-
ing the likelihood that the Biden administration will reinstate the status of the U.S. as the leader of the 
free world and the guardian of the liberal order. It will be very interesting to see the roadmap the new 
administration draws for the future of the U.S. in global affairs.

18 Joseph Nye, “East Asian Security: The Case for Deep Engagement,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 74, No. 4 
(1995), pp. 90-102; Monteiro, Theory of Unipolar Politics. 

19 William Hale, “Turkey, the U.S., Russia, and the Syrian Civil War,” Insight Turkey, Vol. 21, No. 4, 
(2019), pp. 25-40. 

20 Zeev Maoz et. al, “What is the Enemy of My Enemy? Causes and Consequences of Imbalanced Inter-
national Relations, 1816-2001,” The Journal of Politics, Vol. 69, No.1, (2007), pp. 100-115. 

21 Zeev Maoz, Networks of Nations: The Evolution, Structure, and Impact of International Networks, 1816-
2001, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011; Skayler J. Cranmer, Bruce A. Desmarais & Eliza-
beth J. Menninga, “Complex Dependencies in the Alliance Network,” Conflict Management and Peace 
Science, Vol. 29, No. 3 (2012), pp. 279-313; Brandon J. Kinne, “Network Dynamics and the Evolu-
tion of International Cooperation,” The American Political Science Review, Vol. 107, No. 4 (2013), pp. 
766-785; Emilie M. Hafner-Burton, Miles Kahler & Alexander H. Montgomery, “Network Analysis 
for International Relations,” International Organization, Vol. 63, No. 3 (2009), pp. 559-592. 

22 Maoz, Networks of Nations; Zeev Maoz & Belgin San-Akca, “Causes and Consequences of Unbalanced 
Relations in the International Politics of the Middle East, 1946-2010,” in Harvey Starr & Stanley 
Dubinsky (eds.), The Israeli Conflict System: Analytic Approaches, London: Routledge, 2015. 

23 John Ikenberry, Michael Mastanduno, & William Wohlforth, “Unipolarity, State Behavior, and Sys-
temic Consequences,” World Politics, Vol. 61, No. 1 (2009), pp. 1-27. 

24 Ibid, p. 18. 

25 John J. Mearsheimer & Stephen M. Walt, “The Case for Offshore Balancing: A Superior US Grand 
Strategy,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 95, No. 70 (2016), p. 82. 

26 Zeev Maoz, “Preferential Attachment, Homophily, and the Structure of International Networks, 
1816-2003,” Conflict Management and Peace Science, Vol. 29, No. 3 (2012), pp. 341-369.

27 Kurt Taylor Gaubatz, “Democratic States and Commitment in International Relations,” International 
Organization, Vol. 50, No. 1 (1996), pp. 130-135.

28 Fareed Zakaria, “The Rise of Illiberal Democracy,” Foreign Affairs (November/December 1997), p. 35.

29 Ibid, p. 42. 

30 Ziya Öniş, “The Age of Anxiety: The Crisis of Liberal Democracy in a Post-Hegemonic Global Order,” 
The International Spectator, Vol. 52, No. 3 (2017), pp. 18-35; Alexander Cooley, “Ordering Eurasia: 
The Rise and Decline of Liberal Internationalism in the Post-Communist Space,” Journal Security 
Studies, Vol. 28, No. 3 (2019), pp. 588-613.

31 David Shambaugh, “U.S.-China Rivalry in Southeast Asia: Power Shift or Competitive Coexistence?” 
International Security, Vol. 42, No. 4 (2018), pp. 85-127; Evelyn Goh, “Contesting Hegemonic Order: 
China in East Asia,” Journal Security Studies, Vol. 28, No. 3 (2019), pp. 614-644. 

32 Cooley, “Ordering Eurasia,” p. 22. 

33 Michael Mastanduno, “Partner Politics: Russia, China, and the Challenge of Extending US Hegemo-
ny after the Cold War,” Journal of Security Studies, Vol. 28, No. 3 (2019), p. 504.

34 Mearsheimer, The Great Delusion, pp. 82-119.



Belgin ŞAN-AKCA

282

35 Belgin San-Akca, States in Disguise: Causes of State Support for Rebel Groups, New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2016. 

36 David E. Cunningham, “Blocking Resolution: How External States can Prolong Civil Wars,” Journal 
of Peace Research, Vol. 47, No. 2 (2010), pp. 115-127.

37 Idean Salehyan, “The Delegation of War to Rebel Organizations,” Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 
54, No. 3 (2010), pp. 493-515; San-Akca, States in Disguise.

38 Robert Axelrod & Robert O. Keohane, “Achieving Cooperation under Anarchy: Strategies and Insti-
tutions,” World Politics, Vol. 38, No. 1 (1985), pp. 226-254.

39 Mary Kaldor, New and Old Wars: Organized Violence in a Global Era, Stanford, CA: Stanford Univer-
sity Press, 1999.

40 Ibid, p. 196.

41 A. J. Bellamy & P. D. Williams, “The New Politics of Protection? Côte d’Ivoire, Libya and the Respon-
sibility to Protect,” International Affairs, Vol. 87, No. 4 (2011), p. 825.

42 For a comprehensive and systematic analysis of the shifts in Turkish foreign policy in the post-Cold 
War era, see Ziya Öniş & Şuhnaz Yılmaz, “Between Europeanization and Euro-Asianism: Foreign 
Policy Activism in Turkey during the AKP Era,” Turkish Studies, Vol. 10, No. 1 (2009), pp. 7-24. 

43 Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu, “Turkish Foreign Policy in a Time of Perpetual Turmoil,” Insight Turkey, Vol. 19, 
No. 1 (2017), pp. 11-16. 

44 William C. Wohlforth, “The Stability of a Unipolar World,” International Security, Vol. 24, No. 1 
(1999), pp. 5-41. 

45 John H. Herz, “Rise and Demise of the Territorial State,” World Politics, Vol. 9, No. 4 (1957), pp. 473-
493.

46 See Article 2 of the UN Charter https://www.un.org/en/charter-united-nations/ (Accessed December 
20, 2019). 

47 Condoleezza Rice, “Russia Invaded Georgia 10 Years Ago. Don’t Say America Didn’t Respond,” 
The Washington Post, August 8, 2018, https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/russia-invaded-
georgia-10-years-ago-dont-say-america-didnt-respond/2018/08/08/ba4279d4-9b3e-11e8-8d5e-
c6c594024954_story.html (Accessed November 21, 2020); Mikheil Saakashvili, “When Russia 
Invaded Georgia,” WSJ Online, August 7, 2018 https://www.wsj.com/articles/when-russia-invad-
ed-georgia-1533682576 (Accessed November 11, 2020). 

48 Will Dunham, “Kerry Condemns Russia’s ‘Incredible Act of Aggression’ in Ukraine,” Reuters, March 
2, 2014, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ukraine-crisis-usa-kerry-idUSBREA210DG20140302 
(Accessed November 21, 2020).

49 Steven Pifer, “Five Years after Crimea’s Illegal Annexation, the Issue is No Closer to Resolution”, Brook-
ings, March 18, 2019, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2019/03/18/five-years-af-
ter-crimeas-illegal-annexation-the-issue-is-no-closer-to-resolution/ (Accessed November 21, 2020).

50 Stephen Walt, “US Middle East Strategy: Back to Balancing,” Foreign Policy, Vol. 21 (2013); Mear-
sheimer & Walt, “The Case for Offshore Balancing.”

51 See Ziya Öniş & Şuhnaz Yılmaz, “Turkey and Russia in a Shifting Global Order: Cooperation, Con-
flict and Asymmetric Interdependence in a Turbulent Region,” Third World Quarterly, Vol. 37, No. 1 
(2016), pp. 71-95.

52 Orla Guerin, “Syrian Crisis Boosts Kurdish Hopes,” BBC, August 18, 2012, https://www.bbc.com/
news/world-middle-east-19301543 (Accessed November 21, 2020).

53 Belgin San-Akca, “Democracy and Vulnerability: An Exploitation Theory of Democracies by Terror-
ists,” Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 58, No. 7 (2014), pp. 1285-1310; San-Akca, States in Disguise. 

54 Daniel Byman & Sarah E. Kreps, “Agents of Destruction? Applying Principal-Agent Analysis to 



Turkey’s Grand Strategy in the Post-Liberal Era: Democratic Assertiveness

283

State-Sponsored Terrorism,” International Studies Perspectives, Vol. 11, No. 1 (2010), pp. 1-18; Sale-
hyan, “The Delegation of War to Rebel Organizations.”

55 Belgin San-Akca, “Dangerous Companions: Cooperation between States and Nonstate Armed Groups 
(NAGs),” http://armedgroups.net (Accessed December 2, 2020).

56 Zeev Maoz & Belgin San-Akca, “Rivalry and State Support of Non-State Armed Groups (NAGs), 
1946-2001,” International Studies Quarterly, Vol. 56, No. 4 (2012), pp. 720-734.

57 For a detailed account of the conditions under which energy tilts inter-state relations toward conflict or 
cooperation, see Belgin San-Akca & Şuhnaz Yılmaz, “Energy Security and Foreign Policy: Implications 
for Turkey and the Turbulent Eurasian and Eastern Mediterranean Region,” (under review). 

58 Ziya Öniş & Mustafa Kutlay, “The Anatomy of Turkey’s New Heterodox Crisis: The Interplay of Do-
mestic Politics and Global Dynamics,” Turkish Studies (2020), https://doi.org/10.1080/14683849.20
20.1833723.  

59 Mearsheimer & Walt, “The Case for Offshore Balancing.” 

60 For a detailed account and timeline of Turkey’s involvement in the Syrian conflict, see Hale, “Turkey, 
the U.S., Russia, and the Syrian Civil War.”

61 Richard K. Betts, “Pick Your Battles: Ending America’s Era of Permanent War,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 93, 
No. 15 (2014). 

62 “Summary of the 2018 National Defense Strategy of the Unites States of America: Sharpen-
ing the American Military’s Competitive Edge,” https://dod.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/
pubs/2018-National-Defense-Strategy-Summary.pdf (Accessed October 4, 2020).

63 Joseph R. Biden, “Why America Must Lead Again: Rescuing U.S. Foreign Policy After Trump,” For-
eign Affairs, Vol. 99, No. 2 (March/April 2020).

64 Ibid.

65 Stephen G. Brooks & William C. Wohlforth, “The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers in the Twen-
ty-First Century: China’s Rise and the Fate of America’s Global Position,” International Security, Vol. 
40, No. 3 (2016), pp. 7-53. 

66 Mary Kaldor, “Old Wars, Cold Wars, New Wars, and the War on Terror,” International Politics, Vol. 
42, No. 4 (2005), pp. 491-498; Mary Kaldor, New and Old Wars: Organised Violence in a Global Era, 
Cambridge: John Wiley & Sons, 2013; Salehyan, “The Delegation of War to Rebel Organizations.” 

67 Mary Kaldor, “Cycles in World Politics,” International Studies Review, Vol. 20, No. 2 (2018), pp. 214-
222.

68 Ibid.

69 Christopher Layne, “The Unipolar Illusion: Why New Great Powers Will Rise,” International Security, 
Vol. 17, No. 4 (1993), pp. 5-51.

70 Nur Bilge Criss, “The Nature of PKK Terrorism in Turkey,” Studies in Conflict and Terrorism, Vol. 18, 
No. 1 (1995), pp. 17-37; Kemal Kirişci, “Security for States vs. Refugees: Operation Provide Comfort 
and the April 1991 Mass Influx of Refugees from Northern Iraq into Turkey,” Refuge: Canada’s Journal 
on Refugees, Vol. 15, No. 3, (1996), pp. 18-22.

71 For a detailed analysis of the financial crises facing Turkey and other developing states in the 1990s, see 
Ziya Öniş & Ahmet Faruk Aysan, “Neoliberal Globalisation, the Nation-State and Financial Crises in 
the Semi-Periphery: A Comparative Analysis,” Third World Quarterly, Vol. 21, No.1 (2000), pp. 119-
139.

72 Jaime A. Jackson, Belgin San-Akca & Zeev Maoz, “International Support Networks and Calculus of 
Uprising,” Journal of Peace Research, Vol. 57, No. 5 (2020), pp. 632-647. 

73 Paul D. Senese & John A. Vasquez, Steps to War: An Empirical Study, Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2008.


