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Turkey’s Pan-Islamist
Foreign Policy
Understanding Turkey’s diplomatic moves post-2011
by looking back to the Ottoman conception of ittihad-i Islam
By Birol Baskan

W

hen he called on Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak to heed “the people’s
calls and their most humane demands” in February 2011, Turkey’s
strongman Recep Tayyip Erdoğan essentially committed Turkey
to embracing the unfolding Arab Spring. It was a fateful statement. Erdoğan
essentially put at risk all the political and economic gains Turkey had made in
the Arab World until that point. In fact, three years later Turkey found itself
totally isolated in the region and deeply embroiled in the civil war raging in
neighboring Syria.
Why did Turkey take the risky path and embrace the Arab Spring? Making sense
of what proved to be a disastrous choice is only possible if we take into account
the Islamist ideology of foreign policymakers in Ankara. More specifically,
analysts need to consider the concept of ittihad-i Islam, which has always been
a critical component of Islamism in Turkey and as such the prism through which
the Islamist-leaning leadership of the current ruling Justice and Development
Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi or simply AKP) has interpreted regional
and world developments. In the eyes of Turkish Sunni Islamists, who make
up the AKP leadership, the Arab Spring was a harbinger of popular Islamist
transformation in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA).
The obvious question here is what, if at all, does Islamist foreign policy in the
Turkish context prescribe before 2011, and in the radically transformed MENA
region post-2011?
“Unity of Islam” in the Ottoman State
The religion of Islam certainly has teachings that can
easily be interpreted as direct orders for Muslims to
help and cooperate with one another and act in unity
in the realm of foreign policy. An oft-quoted Quranic
verse, for example, states, “And hold firmly to the
rope of Allah all together and do not get disunited.

Turkey’s President Recep
Tayyip Erdoğan at an election
rally in the Yenikapi district
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And remember the blessings/gifts of Allah upon you. When you were enemies,
He reconciled your hearts and with His blessing you became brothers (3:103).”
Similarly, a well-known Islamic saying states, “The believers are just like a
human body in mutual affection, compassion and sympathy. When any part
aches, the other parts also ache.”
These and similar verses inspired a number of religious scholars and intellectuals
in the nineteenth century to call for the development of closer cooperation
and stronger relations among Muslims of all
ethnicities and sects. Coined as ittihad-i Islam
Coined as ittihad-i Islam in
Ottoman Turkish, or wahdat in Ottoman Turkish, or wahdat al-Islam in
Arabic—in both cases, literally meaning “unity
al-Islam in Arabic—in both
cases, literally meaning “unity or union of Islam”—this call also found an
echo among statesmen and bureaucrats of the
or union of Islam”—this
Ottoman Empire, the state that many Muslims
call found an echo among
had turned to for financial, military, and
statesmen and bureaucrats of diplomatic aid throughout that long century.
the Ottoman Empire.
The Ottoman Empire had even pursued panIslamism—a phrase coined by Europeans to
refer to the foreign policy of Muslim unity during the reign of Sultan Abdul
Hamid II (ruled 1878–1909).
It was in the nineteenth century that many in the Muslim-majority world
came to realize that there was a stark and ever-growing power disparity
between Europe and the Muslim world. This power disparity could perhaps be
conveniently ignored if it had not created a hostile international environment:
European powers, especially Britain, France, and Russia, were colonizing the
Islamic world bit-by-bit and various Muslim rulers had failed to thwart these
colonial powers. In reaction to what appeared to be a united European assault
on Muslim lands, the idea of ittihad-i Islam was born and gained popularity
from Karachi to Rabat.
The idea made sense. By cooperating with one another, Muslims could
stand against Europe and protect their interests. However, even though the
Ottoman Sultan Abdul Hamid II embraced this concept, the idea failed to
help the Ottoman Empire and others prevent total European domination by
the Congress of Berlin in 1878 and the Berlin Conference in 1884–1885. The
process of Western domination of the Muslim-majority world only intensified
in the twentieth century following the end of World War I and the dissolution
of the Ottoman state.
By the second quarter of the twentieth century, only a few Muslim states
had remained independent from Europe. Turkey was one of them, having
established a republic in the embers of the Ottoman Empire in 1923 and then
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abolishing the Caliphate in 1924. Yet, Republican Turkey adopted a purely
nationalistic foreign policy agenda that held no pretension toward advancing
and protecting the interests of other Muslims outside of Turkey. The idea of
ittihad-i Islam, however, survived in Turkey, essentially becoming ingrained
in what was to become Turkish Islamism in the second half of the twentieth
century.
A critical figure in this transition was Said Nursi (1878–1960), who lived
through the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the subsequent foundation
of the republic. Nursi embraced pan-Islamism well before the collapse of the
empire. In an article he penned in 1909, for example, he declared the unity of
Islam as the greatest obligatory act (fardh) for Muslims. During the Republican
era, Nursi continued to cherish ittihad-i Islam as an ideal to be realized and
worked to establish contacts with religious figures and leaders elsewhere in the
Muslim world.
Islamist–Kemalist Conflict in Turkey
Even though Turkish or Anatolian Islamism originated in the nineteenth
century, it evolved and took its prime features in a dialectical conflict primarily
with the dominant statist ideology: Kemalism, named after the founder of the
Republic of Turkey, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk.
In the first quarter century of the Turkish Republic, Kemalist leaders
implemented a series of secularizing reforms that drastically restricted the
roles of religion and took harsh measures against religious activists and
groups. Islamism’s judgement of Kemalism was, in reaction, excessively harsh.
According to Islamists, Kemalism was essentially an anti-religious ideology
and in the eyes of religious figures such as Nursi, Atatürk himself embodied
none other than Islam’s anti-Christ, Sufyan or Dejjal.
For Islamism, Kemalism was alien to Anatolia—the rural hinterland of Turkey
populated by Turkish and Kurdish villagers. This accusation became more and
more pronounced as Islamism in Turkey grew
more populist in its belief in the innate piety After 1924—stripped of the
of ordinary Muslims. After 1924—stripped of ideal of the Caliphate—
the ideal of the Caliphate—Islamism became
Islamism became focused
focused not in the Ottoman palaces and
mosques of cosmopolitan Istanbul, but instead not in the Ottoman palaces
among the commoners of Anatolia. Islamism and mosques of cosmopolitan
in the early republic was a secret truth almost, Istanbul, but instead among
rarely acknowledged by the power elite of the the commoners of Anatolia.
big cities. Islamism advocated that Muslims in
Turkey were still consciously and subconsciously attached to Islam, no matter
how much the Republican–Kemalist state pronounced otherwise.
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In the particular context of Turkey, where more traditional forms of Islam
had remained strong and the political system allowed for electoral politicking,
Islamism’s limited radicalism completely vanished over time and its populism
gained further strength. The belief in Muslims’ innate attachment to Islam was
critical as it served Islamists to portray their ideology as the one native ideology
of the land and Islamism’s adherents as the most authentic representatives
of the masses. The other popular ideologies in the early Republican era—
Kemalism and Communism—were alien to the land, said Islamist leaders, as
those other ideologies sought to transform the ordinary people along lines
inspired by the West.
Abdullah from Minya: Turkish Islamists’ Worldview
Islamism in Turkey came to hold the view that all the post-colonial regimes in
the Middle East (including the Kemalist state in Ankara) pursued anti-religious
policies and adopted foreign ideologies which
Islamism in Turkey came to
were against Muslims. Hence, said many Turkish
hold the view that all the post- Islamists, all of these states were not authentic
colonial regimes in the Middle representatives of their peoples. More critically,
Islamism came to hold that repressive secular
East (including the Kemalist
state in Ankara) pursued anti- regimes in the twentieth century artificially
divided the Middle East, alienated the peoples
religious policies and adopted of the region from one another, sowed enmity
foreign ideologies which were among them, and harmed their religious and
against Muslims.
cultural brotherhood and friendship.
To put it in another way, Turkish Islamism essentially held that throughout the
twentieth century, Islamists, or pious Muslims, had lived under anti-religious
regimes throughout the region. This perception was most vividly portrayed in a
novel, which became a bestseller and inspired a movie in Turkey.
The novel narrates the various difficulties faced by a man named Abdullah
from Minya, Egypt (hence, its title, Minyeli Abdullah—literally Abdullah from
Minya province). In the story, Abdullah has to endure injustice in Egypt simply
because he is a pious Muslim. The publisher of this novel, Timaş, tellingly
describes the book in the following words: “Minyeli Abdullah narrates the story
of the Muslim in the twentieth century. It is the story of the Abdullahs living in
Egypt as well as in Syria, Iraq, Algeria, Pakistan, Nigeria, Turkey or anywhere
else in the world, who searched and found the true path to the light [nur] in the
darkness of this century of infidelity (kufr) and heresy (dalalet).”
Despite this declaration, Minyeli Abdullah was certainly allegorical: it was more
about Turkey than it was about Egypt. However, this should not hide the fact
that Islamism in Turkey developed a sympathy for various Turkish and nonTurkish Muslim groups and ethnicities. Islamism in Turkey achieved this by
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incorporating into its victimology the persecution of such figures as Hassan ElBanna, Sayyid Qutb (both of whom are described in Turkish Islamist literature
as martyrs), the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, the Islamic Salvation Front
in Algeria, and various revolutionary Muslim groups representing oppressed
Muslim-majority peoples such as the Palestinians, Kashmiris, Chechens,
Bosnians, and Uyghurs.
The Political Islamism of Erbakan and Erdoğan’s AKP
Erdoğan’s ruling AKP came to power in Turkey in 2002, calling itself conservative
and democratic. Yet, the party’s leadership cadres hailed from Turkey’s Islamist
backbench, all being former followers and associates of Necmettin Erbakan
(1926-2011).
Erbakan was Turkey’s leading Islamist from the 1960s until the rise of Erdoğan
and the founding of the AKP in 2001. Throughout his political career, Erbakan
advocated that Turkey should develop stronger relations with the Muslim
world, not with the West. For example, he called the European Union—to which
Turkey applied for membership—“a Christian club,” and led the establishment
of a Muslim international organization known as D8, which was formed by
eight major Muslim countries. However, Erbakan could not achieve much. He
never came to power at the head of a majority political party, and therefore
had to cut deals with other political parties when in the government and faced
a formidable Kemalist establishment that was made stronger by the Kemalists’
control of the armed forces, the judiciary, the universities, and the media.
Receiving a painful lesson from Erbakan’s failure to challenge the Kemalist
establishment, the leadership of the AKP—once in power in 2002—softened
their ideological rhetoric, embraced democracy and even secularism, and
managed to build a broad societal coalition. Coming to power in their first
elections after breaking away with Erbakan, the AKP leaders started a long
process of dismantling the Kemalist establishment, which took almost a decade.
During this initial decade (2002–2011), the AKP heads remained more or
less loyal to Turkey’s traditional foreign policy prerogatives. The AKP even
pursued a political reform program to join the European Union, an action
more ambitious than any previous Turkish government. Erdoğan and the AKP
also kept Turkey’s commitment to NATO and worked to improve Turkey’s
relations with the United States. In the beginning of the U.S. invasion of Iraq,
for example, as Turkey’s prime minister, Erdoğan published an opinion piece in
the Wall Street Journal, tellingly titled “My Country Is Your Faithful Ally and
Friend.” Erdoğan even stated in this piece, “We are determined to maintain our
close cooperation with the U.S. We further hope and pray that the brave young
men and women return home with the lowest possible casualties, and that the
suffering in Iraq ends as soon as possible.”
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However, on another level the AKP pursued a rather subtle Islamist foreign
policy. Hailing from Turkish Islamist thought, the AKP leaders believe that
Muslims are one nation, but superficially divided into national-ethnic-sectarian
identities. However, many AKP leaders feel that Muslims should aspire to go
beyond whatever divides them and work to develop into one Muslim state.
Therefore, under successive AKP governments from 2002 until 2011, Turkey
aimed to realize this political ideal, no matter how utopic (or dystopic depending
on where you stand) it might seem.
The Rise of Islamist Foreign Policies
It was not obvious in the 2000s, but by 2010–2011, after the AKP had negated
almost all the Kemalist influence in and over the state, the Islamists in Turkey
began to speak louder about the AKP’s Islamist-leaning foreign policy
objectives. It was in the 2010s that the hard-core
It was in the 2010s that the Islamist supporters of the AKP’s media wing
hard-core Islamist supporters began to portray Erdoğan in a more religious
role, often repeating the now famous slogan,
of the AKP’s media wing
“you [in reference to Erdoğan] are this ummah’s
began to portray Erdoğan
dream come true.”

in a more religious role,
often repeating the now
Beyond slogans and media portrayals, Turkey
famous slogan, “you are this under Erdoğan has taken concrete steps to develop
ummah’s dream come true.” ties with non-Turkish Muslims. For example,

Turkey has increased its overall trade with the
Muslim world eightfold. Thanks to the efforts of the AKP leaders in various
capacities, Turkey’s trade with Muslim-majority nations increased from $8.4
billion in 2002 to $69 billion in 2018. In a bid to improve relations with Muslimmajority countries, the Erdoğan-led state also has worked to mutually cancel
visa requirements, establish high-level consultation mechanisms, be involved
in mediation efforts in some perennial intra-state and inter-state conflicts, and
take part in regional organizations, such as the Gulf Cooperation Council and
the Arab League.
Turkey has promoted close cooperation with non-governmental organizations
from the Muslim world, worked to revitalize the Organization of Islamic
Cooperation, hosted dozens of international conferences attended by
prominent religious figures as well as secular intellectuals/academics from the
Middle East and Southeast Asia, undertaken numerous renovation projects of
Ottoman heritage, and delivered various forms of international humanitarian
aid—primarily to Muslims in need. Through the AKP’s and Erdoğan’s efforts to
strengthen their historical ties with the Muslim Brotherhood and other Islamic
religious movements, Turkey has become a hub where transnational Islamic
religious opinion makers can meet and discuss common problems.
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Embracing the Arab Spring as a vehicle for ittihad-i Islam—like their Islamist
brethren elsewhere in the Middle East—Turkey’s Islamists became jubilant about
the Arab Spring. Then-Turkish Minister of Foreign Affairs Ahmet Davutoğlu’s
view of the Arab Spring perhaps best exemplifies what the AKP saw in the
early days of 2011. Speaking at the Al-Jazeera Forum in Doha, Qatar, in March
2011, Davutoğlu claimed that since the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the
Middle East had gone through two tragic experiences, each of which simply
deepened the alienation among the peoples of the region. The first experience
was colonialism and the other was the Cold War. However, this whole period
was, Davutoğlu claimed, an unnatural aberration, an abnormality in the history
of the region.
With the end of the Cold War, Davutoğlu explained, this abnormality should
have ended. However, it did not because the region had not been democratized.
Davutoğlu bombastically argued in his speech that the Arab Spring was in
fact normalizing Middle Eastern history. “The events around us today,” said
Davutoğlu, “are normal developments. Of course, they develop spontaneously,
but we have to see them as natural reflections of the natural flow of history.”
It seems that, in his view, the Arab Spring was putting to rights the history of the
Middle East, using one of his metaphors, closing “the 100-year-old parenthesis”
in the region or breaking “the template drawn by Sykes-Picot” by bringing to
power political parties that truly represented the peoples of the Middle East and
the Islamists of the region.
Turkey utterly embraced the Arab Spring more than any other country, even
though it had excellent economic and political relations with all the pre-Arab
Spring states and regimes, including Syria. There was no compelling economic
or geopolitical reason behind such a wholehearted embrace except that the
AKP leadership thought that the Arab Spring was paving the way for ittihad-i
Islam. And as we have seen, this has always been the political goal and ideal of
Islamists in Turkey.
Two years after his Al-Jazeera Forum speech, Davutoğlu was more confident
of the future that awaited ittihad-i Islam in the Middle East. In a speech he
delivered at Dicle University in Diyarbakir, Turkey, in March 2013, Davutoğlu
declared, “We will render the borders meaningless in these winds of change
[blowing] in the Middle East, [working] together with the administrations that
came to and will come to power.”
Only four months after this speech was made, Turkey’s dreams about the future
of the Middle East were dashed to dust by events in Egypt and the ouster of
the Muslim Brotherhood president, Mohammed Morsi. Furthermore, the
continuing and deepening civil conflict in Syria, Libya, and Yemen had already
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been signaling that the tides of history would not flow as desired by Davutoğlu
and other Turkish Islamists. In the late summer of 2013, Turkey found itself
isolated in the region and turned to the only other country in the Middle East
facing a similar setback, Qatar.
Events Post-2013 and Erdoğan’s Continued Isolation
The year 2013 was dramatic in some other ways. Massive street protests, known
as the Gezi Park protests, erupted in Istanbul in late May 2013 and spread to
other major Turkish cities, and a corruption investigation—which was launched
in December 2013—implicated dozens of high-ranking AKP officials. The
AKP’s Islamist supporters interpreted all these developments without a critical
eye. By dismissing these charges, the base of the AKP, Turkish Islamists, gave
credit to their century-old ittihad-i Islam historical imagination on the Middle
East. As many Islamists explained to Turkish readers in newspaper columns and
opinion pieces, powerful “international actors” were surreptitiously at work
collaborating against Erdoğan and his administration. The military takeover in
Egypt, the Gezi Park protests, and the corruption investigation all aimed—said
Turkish Islamist pundits in 2013 and 2014—at preserving the status quo in the
Middle East so that the exploitative global system, which benefited none but the
United States and Europe, could continue.
Since 2013–2014, Turkey has seen much change at home and abroad. All in all,
however, Erdoğan has swum through the tidal waves of the year 2013 and even
consolidated his power. In the meantime, Turkey’s foreign policy orientation
has also changed. Turkey’s ambition to play an active and leading role in the
Middle East has not diminished. However,
Turkey has also seriously revised its priorities
Turkey’s ambition to play an
in the Middle East as Erdoğan himself has
active and leading role in the
Middle East has not diminished. allied with Turkish nationalists in order to
maintain his power at home. Sounding like
However, Turkey has also
good Turkish nationalists, Erdoğan and the
seriously revised its priorities
rest of the AKP leadership now state that
in the Middle East as Erdoğan Turkey’s prime objective in the Middle East
himself has allied with Turkish is to totally eradicate from northern Syria the
nationalists in order to maintain People’s Protection Units, or YPG, considered
by the Turkish state to be the Syrian branch of
his power at home.
the Kurdistan Workers’ Party, or PKK, and
hence a security threat. To this end, Turkey has undertaken two major military
incursions and is now making preparations for a third. Yet, at the end of the
day, no matter how much Erdoğan moves toward Turkish nationalists to remain
in power, the AKP and the base of the president’s support are with Turkish
Islamists.
Islamism is what Islamists say it is. Whether Turkey’s new foreign policy
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orientation is compatible with a global understanding of Islamism is not an issue
an outsider can settle. Suffice it to say, many Islamists in Turkey and abroad
have had—at least publicly—to embrace the Erdoğan regime’s employment
of a foreign policy centered on Islamism. Many Turkish Islamists continue to
see Erdoğan as a reincarnation of such historical figures as Ertuğrul Ghazi and
Abdul Hamid II, as vividly portrayed in two popular Turkish series: Diriliş
Ertuğrul and Payitaht. Ertuğrul Ghazi was the father of Osman Ghazi, the
founder of the Ottoman Empire, and Turkish Islamists contend that Ertuğrul
survived and defeated many domestic and international conspiracies. Abdul
Hamid II was the nineteenth century Ottoman sultan mentioned earlier in this
text. A large number of Islamists believe Abdul Hamid II supported Muslims
across the world and used the institution of the Caliphate to confront Western
imperialism.
Islamists’ Use of Foreign Policy
Foreign policy analysts often contend that states use religion or mobilize
religious actors to simply serve interests empty of any real religious significance
or identity. These analysts view a nation’s foreign policy as a reflection of political
and economic concerns within the country. Such an approach, however, does
not get us the full picture, especially when “religiously motivated” politicians
formulate and execute these foreign policies. The limitation of this approach is
most evident when looking at why Turkey embraced the Arab Spring.
No obvious or compelling economic or political reason seems to have driven
Turkey’s embrace of the Arab Spring. Following the Arab Spring, the main force
behind Turkish foreign policy has instead been connected to the ideological
factor. Hailing from an Islamist background, the leadership of Turkey’s ruling
AKP saw in the Arab Spring a historic opportunity that could sweep away the
culturally alienated ruling elite in the Arab World and bring the “true voice”
of the people to power. In the minds of the AKP leaders, the masses in the
Arab World were, as a majority, naturally inclined toward Islamists, and any
democratic opening would bring to power opposition groups such as the
Muslim Brotherhood that reflected the piety of the Arab street. As understood
by Turkish Islamists, the Arab Spring then was unleashing a transformation
that could potentially help Turkey’s Islamists realize their long-held dream of
ittihad-i Islam across the Muslim world.
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