
Summary: For most pundits, 
2013 was a bad year, if not 
a disaster, for Turkish foreign 
policy. But such apocalyptic 
judgments hardly substitute 
for the sound analysis that 
is needed for an accurate 
assessment. Those critics 
who proclaim the collapse of 
Turkish foreign policy suffer 
from several conceptual and 
analytical fallacies. Four criteria 
offer a more fair assessment: 
conceptualization of the 
situation; contribution to the 
protection or attainment of 
fundamental objectives of the 
state; flexibility in responding 
to contingencies; and lastly, 
existence of the “chips” to stay 
in the game. Given those criteria, 
Turkey’s scorecard is more 
balanced than what is proposed 
by the doomsters. 
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Introduction
What does the balance sheet for 
Turkish foreign policy look like as we 
enter the new year? For most pundits, 
2013 was a bad year, if not a disaster. 
Turkey arguably experienced cata-
strophic “failures,” saw the concep-
tual foundations of its foreign policy 
undermined, and has been increas-
ingly isolated and discredited. In the 
second half of the year, many pundits 
rushed to argue that Turkey initiated 
a “reset” in its policies in the Middle 
East, suggesting that some degree of 
common sense might finally prevail 
and reorient Turkish foreign policy in 
a more realistic direction. However, 
for many others, even such last-ditch 
efforts were of no avail, and at the 
end of the year, they declared 2013 
the worst year in the history of the 
republic.

The last year or so has definitely been 
turbulent for Turkey, but such apoca-
lyptic judgments will hardly substitute 
for the sound analysis that is needed 
for a healthy assessment of the current 
stand and future potential of Turkish 
foreign policy. It would be helpful if 
the debate on Turkey’s foreign policy 
performance is inspired by clear 
analytical guidelines and is set against 
the broader question of the transfor-

mation of the regional order in the 
Middle East and North Africa.

How should one Assess  
a Nation’s Foreign Policy?
Judging foreign policy success is a 
tough task even in normal times or in 
the case of historical analysis. It is even 
more difficult to evaluate the perfor-
mance of a country’s foreign policy 
as it unfolds amidst major systemic 
change. Those critics who proclaim 
the collapse of Turkish foreign policy 
suffer from several conceptual and 
analytical fallacies, but three stand out.

First, most critics mistakenly base 
their conclusions on the outcomes. As 
Stephen Walt claims “we cannot judge 
foreign policy performance solely 
looking by whether specific goals were 
achieved or not.”1 For a sound policy 
analysis, decisions have to be assessed 
based on the circumstances in which 
they are made. The prudence of a judg-
ment can be ascertained by looking at 
how decision-makers have processed 
the available information at the time 
of decision, as regards the positions of 
other actors, the costs of different policy 
options, etc. The critics focus selec-
tively on occasions where things have 

1 Stephen M. Walt, “Making the Grade,” Foreign Policy, 
January 6, 2014.

http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2014/01/06/making_the_grade_how_to_judge_foreign_policy
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gone bad, while ignoring instances that do not fit their own 
arguments. They add up the “charges” incurred in a policy 
process, forgetting that there is also “proceeds” side in a real-
istic balance sheet. Listing the costs of the current policy or 
pointing out alternatives to the current policies is a powerful 
rhetorical tool, but proving that “the road not taken” was any 
safer or less costly than “the path chosen” is a difficult enter-
prise, and none has been credibly offered so far.

Second, most analyses largely disregard the strategic 
environment in which foreign policy is made. In an envi-
ronment where there are too many ongoing and unfolding 
games of various natures, being played by multiple actors 
at different boards and whose results are hard to predict in 
the short run, jumping to quick conclusions as to success 
or failure is hardly warranted. Many hasty analyses forget 
a simple rule of thumb: foreign policy does not take place 
in vacuum — and, perhaps, a second: it takes two to tango. 
In such complex environments, the strategic interactions 
between different actors and changes in the environment 
may lead to outcomes not intended or foreseen initially. 
Also, when one adds the time horizon to complex strategic 
games, any judgment on success or failure will be condi-
tional and temporal by the time the process is complete.

Third, at the heart of the apocalyptical interpretation 
of Turkish foreign policy lies a mistaken reading of the 
relationship between agent and structure, another major 
methodological fallacy. Although structures — the foreign 
policy environment — are conditioned by the behavior of 
actors, the former is hardly the sole making of the latter. 
To the extent the external environment has independent 
dynamics, it exerts pressures on the actors to engage in 
reactive behavior.

Though as a regional power with important leverage Turkey 
can influence developments in its neighborhood to substan-
tial degrees, the broader regional transformation is largely 
exogenous. Nonetheless, most critics act on an untenable 
assumption of endogenoity to the point of assuming the 
turmoil throughout the entire regional is Turkey’s own 
doing, but ignoring the reactive nature of Ankara’s policy. It 
has to be noted, though, that the same fallacy is committed 
by some overzealous defenders of the current foreign policy, 
as they ascribe near omnipotence to Turkey in shaping the 
regional developments.

Once one assumes that Turkey was solely responsible for the 
tectonic shift in its external environment, there is endless 
room for criticizing it for anything that is happening in 
the broader region: the coup against Morsi, instability in 
Lebanon, sectarianization and radicalization in the region, 
the ill-fated uprising in Syria, etc. Ignoring the simple reality 
that irrespective of Turkey’s input, the regional transforma-
tion would have taken place, most analysts have a faulty 
reading of the changes in Turkey’s Middle East policies.

The foregoing account raises a critical question: how can we 
decide whether a player is a winner or loser before the game 
is over? While we even lack universally agreed-upon criteria 
to evaluate historic cases, it is more challenging to develop 
a template for judging unfolding policies. For my part, four 
criteria are important: sound conceptualization of the situa-
tion; contribution to the protection or attainment of funda-
mental objectives of the state; flexibility in responding to 
contingencies; and lastly, “chips” to stay in the game. 

A Scorecard for Turkish Foreign Policy
Given those criteria, Turkey’s scorecard is more balanced 
than what is proposed by the doomsters. First, Turkey’s 
reading of the regional transformation and its direction 
has been inspired by the ideational foundations of the 
ruling AK Party’s foreign policy. Foreign Minister Ahmet 
Davutoğlu has treated the current regional transformation 
as akin to key major turning points in world history, which 
suggests awareness that such processes could be long and 
painful. Turkey seeks to shape the regional transformation, 
so that the future regional order will be more amenable 
to advance its interests. Whether this grand vision could 
be unrealistic over the long run is open for debate, but 
it provides a template for the conduct of Turkish foreign 
policy.

Second, in terms of protecting the basic interests, Turkey 
has not fared badly. Turkey definitely faces challenges in the 
short run, but it will be hard to claim that its national inter-
ests have received a fatal blow. It needs to be borne in mind 
that all other regional and international actors have been 
trying to adapt to that new reality, and before declaring 
the apocalyptic death of Turkey’s own attempt, a credible 
observer would have to think twice and compare Ankara’s 
scorecard to other players in the game. No other actor has 
performed miraculously, and all has incurred major costs in 
weathering the storm. Even if we take the critics’ argument 
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at face value and accept that there are cases of apparent 
failure, such as the durability of the Assad regime in Syria, 
Turkey is not the only one losing. The “failure” is also 
collective, and those supporters of Assad who appear to be 
winning are also paying dearly on other fronts.

Third, Turkey has exhibited and still retains a reasonable 
degree of flexibility in regional affairs, despite the seemingly 
rigid positions taken in some cases. Ankara has engaged in 
ad hoc alliances in several issues and continues to possess 
the capacity to redefine relationships. Moreover, it still 
enjoys the luxury to be able to reverse course at a reasonable 
cost even in those cases where it appears to be cornered. 
Furthermore, Turkey has managed to compartmentalize 
disagreements with other regional actors. As a result, the 
frequency of issue-specific cooperation with different 
players has increased. For instance, while acting on the 
same front with the Gulf countries in Syria, it diverged from 
them in Egypt. Or, despite the appearance of a total collapse 
of relations with Baghdad in early 2013, Ankara initiated a 
new dialogue with the government of Nouri al-Maliki lately.

Such flexibility is a must, since the regional transforma-
tion is indeed at tectonic scale. The Sykes Picot order in 
the Middle East is questioned, as is the commitment of 
international actors, and new threats are emerging in an 
environment lacking effective conflict resolution mecha-
nisms, while the issues of economic, social, and political 
transformation are intermingled. Although there have been 
oscillations in several cases and poor judgments or contro-
versial positions on others, Turkish foreign policy of late 
was largely an efforts at adjustment to this radically altered 
regional environment, which has to be acknowledged in 
a fair analysis. During this adjustment process, Turkey 
naturally engages in ad hoc alliances, for it needs partners to 
weather the devastating effects of the regional turmoil.

Lastly, Turkey could exert decisive influence on regional 
developments, though it may not solely shape the regional 
order after its own image. It has chips to block coalitions or 
outcomes that might be against its interests, while it enjoys 
leverage on different regional issues. As in the case of the 
energy resources in Northern Iraq, for instance, it could 
make game-changing interventions. At the same time, 
Turkey’s cooperation is key to the solution of the regional 
problems.

While the structural challenges of the last few years remain, 
the regional environment might even turn more impermis-
sive, which will raise the bar for Turkish policymakers in 
2014. Complicating their task, they are also facing a rough 
domestic environment. If not managed in a timely manner, 
the internal power struggle ahead of elections season or the 
open-ended resolution process in the Kurdish issue may 
likely emerge as another impediment to effective Turkish 
foreign policy. Nonetheless, a fair assessment of Ankara’s 
performance in the region is possible only when one uses 
clear analytical guidelines.
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