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Abstract

Turkish foreign policy displays a distinct identity and certain characteristics
that are continuous over the span of a century. This continuity and ideational
permanence can be thoroughly explained via a social constructivist theoretical
[framework. This article employs a conventional constructivist lens to explain
and analyze how Tiirkiye has adopted humanitarian and enterprising
qualities in its foreign policy-making since the early Republican era. The
initiatives, approaches and practices that have been recently put into effect
by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Tiirkiye can indeed be
traced back and interpreted as the marks of a distinct foreign policy in the
international arena. The applied constructivist framework, which provides a
broader analysis of Turkish foreign policy, facilitates a better understanding
of its continuity and consistency, encompassing interests defined based on the
Republic’s distinct identity and guiding principles throughout a century of

constant evolution.
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Introduction

The Republic of Tiirkiye, which was founded by the Turkish people
led by the great statesman and visionary Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk, will
celebrate its centenary on October 29, 2023. Given all these years of
significant changes, dwelling on possible prospects of the Republic for
the present era and beyond certainly requires a retrospective approach,
focusing on the general patterns of the country’s foreign policy
throughout the decades in a comparative manner to the full extent

possible.

In this cognitive journey, one should begin with a prevailing observation:
Nothing is static; everything is in constant evolution in social life.
Cultures engaging in the formation of norms and values are also the
product of such evolution. The guiding culture prevalent in Turkish
foreign policy is no exception.

Foreign policy is all about pursuing, attaining, preserving and improving
the defined national interests of a state.! In foreign policy, mainstream
schools generally tend to work on analyses based on facts, i.e., outcomes
that can be seen and perceived on the ground as the results of a country’s
policies. However, such outcomes are not exhaustive in providing a
good understanding of a state’s foreign policy.

Social Constructivism

Social constructivism as a complementary tool can provide a better
and more comprehensive understanding of foreign policy.? Social
constructivism enables us to provide answers to “why” and “how”
questions in foreign policy analyses,

whereas mainstream approaches can
only provide partial analyses to “what”
questions. In a social constructivist
approach, both practitioners and
academics are brought together to
analyze the backgrounds and causes
of the prevailing outcomes that are
seen on the grounds. ‘Background’ in
this context means the whole process

Social constructivism enables us
to provide answers to “why” and
“h » . . . .

ow” questions in foreign policy
analyses, whereas mainstream
approaches can only provide
partial analyses to “what”
questions.

leading to the facts of a certain situation, such as the outbreak of a war
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for example. In that sense, background consists of material elements
such as history, geography and all the other factors that affect decision-
making processes, including the identity of decision-makers.

Social constructivism also helps us better analyze the differing rationales
of decision-makers, whereas mainstream schools tend to accept one
pattern of rationality governing all situations. Although we can talk
about one material reality based on what is seen on the ground, the
understanding or interpretation of such a reality can differ according
to one or another state, as states are formed and run by humans. This
assumption leads us to argue that states are in fact living mechanisms
whose rationalities can differ based on their understanding of given
situations.

Constructivism lies between the positivist material world as to ontology,
and the post-positivist or reflectivist constitution of this world as to
epistemology. In this context, to better explain the utility of constructivist
theorizing in a positivist, material world, by underlining the fact that
things are not fixed or given, but that what is understood as a fact
might change according to inter-subjective formation, one can give the
following example:* When throwing a stone into the air, it is easy to
predict its route according to the rules of nature and physics. However,
when one throws a bird into the air, the route that the bird will follow
cannot be predicted a priori. The epistemological formation of the
bird, i.e., its knowledge and experience, will determine which direction
the bird would take. Thus, in order to predict the bird’s behavior, one
should know the factors shaping the epistemological formation of the
bird based on its identity, values, experience etc., all of which are inter-
subjective by nature. The same holds true for states, which are formed
by human beings whose perceptions of the outside world are based on
inter-subjectivism and reflectivism rather than positivism.

Thebird-versus-stone metaphor enables us to distinguish states’ behaviors
as living mechanisms from the understanding of states from a positivist
perspective. Additionally, when it comes to comparing different states
acting on different rationalities, the following metaphor could provide
more illumination: The famous “theatre on fire” scenario of Arnold
Wolfers. The scenario is a fire in a theatre in which everyone runs for
the exits. Yet, even in these seemingly over-determined circumstances,
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the lack of knowledge with regards to social practices or constitutive
norms and structures still could not lead us to determine conclusions.
Who goes where in the same situation, which affects many at the same
time? Answering this question would require knowing more, such as
the norms, culture, institutions, social practices and thus identities that
constitute the participants, whether humans or groups of humans—
states—in a given situation.

These examples are meant to provide a good indication of the

utility of constructivism in foreign policy analysis. It is clear that
constructivism is not an alternative to, but complementary to the realist
understanding of the world and international relations. It provides
additional explanations of the realist world outside without rejecting it.
Constructivism in its conventional form thus functions on the premises

of mainstream scholarship but also complements them with societal
premises stressing the importance of identity, culture, norms and
interests in shaping states’ foreign policies in International Relations

(IR). Constructivism does indeed help contemporary IR to provide

a more complete picture of “what o )

makes the world hang together”s Constructivism does indeed help
In this article social constructivism contemporary IR to provide a
serves as a theoretical framework in  more complete picture of “what
providing some insights about the 1 4kes the world hang together.”
evaluation of Turkish foreign policy

across the span of a century.

Turkish Foreign Policy

Turkish foreign policy is a story of continuity in evolution as the
national interests of the Republic remain intact. Thanks to a centennial
experience, coupled with the legacy of an institutionalized diplomacy of
500 years,® the foreign policy of the Republic of Ttirkiye has developed
its own characteristics composed of various assets and practices that
make it distinct in the international arena, while always adhering to the
principles of international law and customs, such as pacta sunt servanda.

Today, Turkish foreign policy can be defined as humanitarian and
enterprising and is conducted in a wise and compassionate manner.’
It is multifaceted and multidimensional, reaching out to all corners
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of the world. In addition to the country’s traditional areas of interest
and interactions in its adjacent regions, such as Europe including the
Balkans in the West, the Black Sea basin in the North, the Caucasus and
Central Asia in the East, the Mediterranean basin in the South, as well
as the Middle East and its Euro Atlantic ties, Tiirkiye’s policies focusing
on sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean as well as Asia,
as a whole, contribute to implementing a holistic approach. Naturally
this requires an active diplomacy both at the negotiating table and on
the ground. Promoting regional ownership, taking timely initiatives,
supporting localized responses to local needs while strongly engaging
in multilateralism are still the general patterns today.®

Although Turkish foreign policy today might seem to reflect the new
approaches of recent times, they are in fact the testimony of continuity.
The young Republic, as early as the 1920s, managed to establish its first
embassies in sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America, namely Ethiopia

in 1926 and Brazil in 1929.

Although Turkish foreign policy Similarly, already in the 1930s, on
‘o day migh ¢ seem to reflect the the eve of the Second World War,

) Tiirkiye initiated the formation
new approaches of recent times, : T
of regional organizations in its

they are in fact the testimony of .djacenc geographies, in the

continuity. Balkans and the Middle East;

the Balkan Pact” and Saidabad

Pact'® are early examples of such regional engagement. The country

also worked to improve its relations with the Western powers, many

of whom had been its foes during its war of liberation. Atatiirk’s

strategy can be described as an attempt to understand those countries

and their perceptions of the world, i.e., the identities leading to their

foreign policy strategies, by acting together with them in regional and

multilateral settings—which can indeed be considered a constructivist
approach to such matters.

The above examples clearly attest to the fact that the current Turkish
foreign policy reflects continuity and consistency. Naturally, since the
advent of the present millennium, all these attributes of Turkish foreign
policy have progressed; the country has taken a strong leap forward
leading to a foreign policy more advanced and efhicient, thanks to
certain facts, such as increased state capacity in all possible areas, from
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administration and institutions to economic and technological progress.
Tiirkiye’s 260 diplomatic/consular missions abroad, making it the fifth
leading country' in this category, is a good testimony to its increased
capacity. Naturally a network of diplomatic/consular representation of
this size enables the Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs to be on the
ground and thus better understand the realities and rationalities behind
the foreign policies of many countries and international organizations,
which in turn paves the way for designing tailor-made policies. Similarly,
this global presence helps Tiirkiye function as a genuine connective force
between the East and the West and implement a 360-degree approach
to issues in the international arena.'?> As we have seen above, these are
useful tools in implementing social constructivism in the conduct of
foreign policies.

The preceding analysis, conducted in a comparative and retrospective
manner, tells us a story of continuity in Turkish foreign policy,
empowered with the capability to adjust to the ever-changing conditions
of over a century. Certainly, this capability has grown thanks to the
country’s increased capacities.

The general patterns of Turkish foreign policy have not changed despite
their growing multi-dimensionality. On the contrary, they have been
enriched by it. Although this policy has been increasingly challenged
by the difficulties and constraints of both endogenous and exogenous
events, it has nonetheless maintained an unbroken continuity and
consistency thanks to the guiding principles of the Republic. The
founding principle, “Peace at Home, Peace in the World,” touted by
Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk, has

pI‘OVidCd an identity, indeed a Turklye has always sought to

roadmap, for the Republic to
follow since its inception to
date. Tirkiye has always sought
to prioritize peace, stability and

prioritize peace, stability and
prosperity in its neighboring
geographies and beyond in the

prosperity in its neighboring attainmentofits national interests

geographies and beyond in the in international relations.
attainment of its national interests
in international relations.
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Yet this consistency should not lead to a conclusion that Turkish foreign
policy suffers from neophobia. In fact, it has become even more open to
novelties in the post-Cold War era, thanks to its multi-dimensionality
and multi-faceted responses to the issues of international politics. To
cite a few, the UN Alliance of Civilizations initiative, which is co-
sponsored by Tiirkiye, the Asia Anew Initiative, initiatives towards Latin
America and Africa, the country’s mediation/facilitation efforts and
humanitarian assistance programs (Tiirkiye ranks as the most generous
country on the basis of per capita humanitarian assistance spending)
display the multidimensional, proactive, peace-oriented, humanitarian
and enterprising aspects of Turkish foreign policy.

Conclusion

In short, one can say that in a world run by political realism, Tiirkiye
has conducted a pragmatic but consistent and principled foreign policy
guided by rationality that functions depending on how the state has
perceived the outside material world, through the lenses forming its
own identity.

One can thus argue with confidence that thanks to its experience and
expertise gained over a century, Tiirkiye will continue to implement its
foreign policy in responding to the challenges of the future ahead, with
the increasing use of new tools such as mediation,' digitalization'* and
even ALY all of which have already been put to use by the Turkish MFA.
In this journey, the Antalya Diplomacy Forum'® of the Turkish MFA,
whose distinctive functions and characteristics have been acknowledged
by global society, will likely be highly instrumental in bringing all
relevant actors together to deliberate and contribute to the quest for
providing common responses to common challenges and needs in the
interest of the common future of humankind.
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