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ABSTRACT 

With the rise of the Justice and Development Party under the leadership of 
Recep T. Erdogan, Turkish foreign policy has experienced an “Eastern turn”, 
which raised question marks in the minds of many. In this study, we investigate 
the “Eastern turn” in Turkish foreign relations through an analysis of Turkish 
Prime Minister Erdogan’s foreign visits to the non-Western world between 2003 
and 2010. Using Poisson regression models, we test ideological and economic 
explanations of Turkey’s “Eastern turn”. We fail to find a particular anti-Western 
trend in Erdogan’s foreign visits. To the contrary, Erdogan’s most frequent 
destinations in the non-Western world were pro-Western countries. The results 
of our statistical analyses provide support to the argument that the Justice and 
Development Party’s foreign policy has been guided more by a sensible 
economic rationale than by ideological orientation. 
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Introduction 
Turkey has experienced significant changes in its domestic and international 

politics since the ‘post-Islamist’ Justice and Development Party 

(AdaletveKalkınmaPartisi, hereafter AKP) came to power in late 2002. The AKP 

government improved relations with several non-Western countries (most notably, 

with Syria, Iran, and Russia) and downgraded relations with Israel, a close US ally. 

Turkish economy has also been more ‘Easternized’ during the AKP rule with the 

declining share of the European Union in Turkish trade.  

What explains Turkey’s ‘Eastern turn’ in the first two terms of the AKP rule?  

Two competing explanations are ideology and economy. Wary of the post-Islamist 

turn of the AKP leadership, some analysts argued that Turkey’s Eastern turn is 

driven by the AKP’s ‘hidden’ Islamic agenda (see, among others, Pollack 2005, 
                                                                        
1Faruk Ekmekci is Assistant Professor at Ipek University. Abdulkadir Yildirim is Assistant Professor at Furman 
University. 
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Cagaptay2009, Cohen 2009, and Rubin 2010). Turkey’s improving relations with 

Eastern countries on the one side and declining relations with Israel on the other 

led those analysts to the conclusion that Turkey, under the governance of ex-

Islamists, is moving away from the West, the political and cultural beacon of the 

secular founding fathers of Turkey. An alternate group of scholars (particularly 

Kirişci 2009 and 2011, but also Tsarouhas 2009 and Logan 2009) argued that as a 

result of changes in Turkey’s domestic and international economic relations, 

Turkey has transformed into a ‘trading state’. Consequently, Turkish foreign policy 

is guided to a greater extent by economic considerations such as trade, export 

markets, foreign direct investment, and energy security. According to this group of 

scholars, Turkey’s improving relations with the non-Western world is driven more 

by a sensible economic rationale than by ideological orientation.  

No systematic empirical test of these arguments has been made so far. In 

this article, we aim to fill this gap and make a quantitative test of hypotheses driven 

from these two competing arguments using state visits of Turkish Prime Minister 

Recep T. Erdogan to foreign countries between 2003 and 2010. We first provide a 

brief history of Turkey’s relations with the West. Then, we outline some of the major 

changes in Turkish foreign relations in the first two terms of the AKP rule (2002-

2011) and the two competing explanations regarding these changes. Next, using 

Poisson regression models, we analyze Prime Minister Recep T. Erdogan’s state 

visits to non-Western countries to see whether there is any particular trend away 

from pro-Western countries, which we fail to find. We conclude with an elaboration 

on the implications of our findings.   

 

Turkey and the West 
As a combined effect of their detestation of the Ottoman past, their contempt 

for the ‘treacherous’ Arab, and their admiration of the ‘civilized’ West, the founders 

of the Turkish Republic were staunchly pro-Western. They viewed the adoption of 

Western institutions and maintenance of cordial relations with the West as 

necessary instruments of securing Turkey’s place among “civilized nations.” 

Although the anti-imperial sentiments that were strong among the founders kept 

some distance between Turkey and the West in the early years of the Republic, the 

rise of the Soviet threat in the aftermath of the World War II led Turkey to solidify its 

military and economic ties with the Western world. Since then, Turkey has 
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participated in almost every major Western political, economic, and military 

organization.  

Turkish inclusion in the Western bloc during the Cold War helped Turkey 

maintain its territorial integrity. It also moved the Republic further in the direction of 

the “Westernization” ideal of its founding fathers. However, on the negative side, 

Cold War politics required Turkey to follow a passive and dependent policy. As it 

became obvious during the Cuban Missile Crisis, Turkey’s inclusion in the 

superpower rivalry turned Turkey into a “subject of negotiations,” (Criss 1997: 101). 

With the end of the Cold War, a greater sense of policy independence and activism 

has been witnessed in Turkish foreign policy, particularly during the Özal era 

(Fuller 1997, Makovsky 1999). For the Turks, it was time for their country to take 

her “deserved place in the world” (Aydin 2005: 34). 

During the AKP years since 2002, Turkey has followed a foreign policy that 

has sought a more active and leading role in world politics and a balance between 

Europe and Asia (Öniş and Yılmaz 2009, Fotiou and Triantaphyllou 2010). 

Turkey’s proactive policy included an impressive record of first-ever chairmanship 

in the Organization of the Islamic Conference since 2005, observer status in the 

African Union since 2005, ‘permanent guest’ status in the Arab League since 2006, 

co-sponsorship of the UN’s Alliance of Civilizations initiative, membership in the UN 

Security Council, and third-party mediations between such diverse pair of countries 

as Israel-Syria, Afghanistan-Pakistan, Bosnia-Serbia, and the US-Iran. Although 

not giving up on the idea of EU-membership, the AKP governments have also 

worked for enhancing relations with non-European countries. Turkey experienced a 

remarkable improvement in its relations with countries like Russia, Syria, and Iran 

in the first two terms of the AKP rule.  

The pro-active foreign policy of Turkey during the AKP years can be viewed 

as a continuation of Özal’s activism (Öniş and Yılmaz 2009). Yet, whereas Özal’s 

activism remained more ideal than real, the AKP has been largely successful in 

turning Turkey’s traditional enemies and threats into friends and partners. In the 

next section, we review some of the major changes in Turkish foreign relations 

during the AKP era. 
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Turkey’s Changing East-West Balance in the AKP Era 

 
Improving Relations with Syria, Iran, and Russia 

Probably the most controversial aspect of Turkish foreign policy in the AKP 

era was Turkey’s improving relations with some Eastern ‘villains’. To the dismay of 

many in the West, Turkish relations with Syria, Iran, and Russia improved 

remarkably during the first two terms of the AKP rule (2002-2011). In particular, 

relations with Syria went through a dramatic recovery in that era. Turkey and Syria 

perceived one another as enemies and threats during most of the twentieth 

century. Syrian irredentist claims over Alexandretta (Hatay), disputes over sharing 

the waters of the Euphrates River, Syrian support of the PKK from 1980 to 1998, 

Turkey’s recognition of Israel and later forming a strategic partnership with the 

number one enemy of the Arab states, and the two countries’ siding with opposite 

camps during the Cold War were among the major reasons that prevented good 

neighborly relations between the two countries. The 1998 Adana Accords, which 

was signed a few days after the PKK leader Öcalan’s extradition from Syria and in 

which Syria mainly agreed to end its support to the PKK, and the subsequent 

protocols on water-sharing in the following years started a new era of good 

neighborliness in Turkish-Syrian relations (Kibaroglu 2007: 188-189; Aras and 

Polat 2008: 509-510). Turkey’s downgrading its strategic partnership with Israel 

and adopting a policy that sought a subtle balance between Israel and the Arab 

world after the AKP assumed power in 2002 made Turkey even dearer and more 

reliable in Damascus’ eyes. By 2010, Turkish-Syrian relations were at a historical 

high point with rising trade ties, visa-free entries across the border, multiple 

security arrangements, and co-operation against the PKK (Aras and Polat 2008, 

Worth 2009).2 

Turkey’s relations with Iran also improved significantly during the first two 

terms of the AKP rule (2002-2011). With its enormous fossil fuel resources and 

large domestic market, Iran was an invaluable partner for the ‘emerging’ Turkish 

                                                                        
2 Turkish-Syrian relations started to sour again since the Syrian people initiated a popular uprising in 
March 2011 and Bashar al-Assad’s regime used excessive force upon unarmed protestors. In this 
article, we focus on the parameters of Turkish foreign policy between 2003 and 2010, and leave out 
the changes in Turkish foreign policy since 2011, which are mainly driven by the forces of and 
reactions to the Arab Spring. For insightful reviews of Turkish-Syrian relations since 2011, see 
Philips (2012) and Taspinar (2012). 
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economy.3 Turkish trade with Iran more than quadrupled between 2002 and 2010, 

with Turkish exports to Iran increasing more than six times. The two countries 

signed multiple energy agreements and Iran became Turkey’s second-largest 

supplier of natural gas, after Russia (Larrabee 2010: 164-165). This rising 

economic interdependence between Turkey and Iran increased Turkish stakes in 

Iranian political stability. As a result, Turkey increased its efforts to prevent a 

military conflict between Iran and the United States (or Israel), which would have 

serious repercussions on the Turkish economy, and became a major mediator 

between Iran and the international community for the resolution of the crisis over 

Iran’s nuclear program.4 

After centuries of bitter enmity between the two nations, Turkish-Russian 

relations, too, improved strikingly in the last decade. As in the case of Iran, 

Russia’s enormous energy resources and large market made her an invaluable 

partner for the ‘emerging’ Turkish economy. Russia’s advanced military and 

nuclear technology gave an additional impetus for Turkey to enhance relations with 

Moscow. By 2010, Russia had become Turkey’s largest trading partner, principal 

supplier of natural gas, and a major market for Turkey’s construction industry, 

which is second largest in the world (Aras 2009; Larrabee 2010: 67-68). 

Burgeoning economic ties led the two countries to agree on lifting visa requirement 

for short-term entries. Russia and Turkey also signed in May 2010 a deal for 

building a nuclear power plant in the city of Mersin over seven years (Arsu 2010). 

 
Rising Anti-Israeli Discourse 

Another important change during the AKP era was deteriorating Turkish-

Israeli relations. Converging threat perceptions of Turkey and Israel regarding 

Syria, Iraq, and Iran resulted in a strategic partnership between Turkey and Israel 

in the 1990s (Bölükbaşı 1999). The changing nature of Turkish politics and 

subsequent improvements in Turkey’s relations with its Muslim neighbors resulted 

in the downgrading of this relationship, particularly in discourse. Erdogan has 

become one of the most vocal critics of Israel’s policy towards Palestinians, 
                                                                        
3 Also important was the fact that the two countries shared a common threat: militant Kurdish 
insurgency. Turkey and Iran signed an agreement on security cooperation against the PKK and its 
wings (Larrabee 2010:164). 
4 Turkish experiences from past military conflicts in the region justify Turkey’s economic concerns. 
The total economic cost on the Turkish economy of the 1991 Gulf War and the ensuing sanctions 
against Iraq is estimated to be between $30 and $80 billion (Cetinsaya 2006: 4-5).  
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charging Israel in several occasions with “state terrorism” and berating Israeli 

President Shimon Peres on live coverage in the 2009 Davos meeting for Israel’s 

offensive in Gaza. Israel’s forceful interception of the Gaza aid flotilla on 31 May 

2010 and killing nine Turkish citizens in the event brought Turkish-Israeli relations 

to their lowest point in the last two decades.  

 
Declining Share of the West in Turkish Foreign Trade 

 

Western Europe has been Turkey’s major trade partner for decades, 

accounting for over half of Turkish exports and imports. However, Western 

Europe’s share in Turkish trade fell sharply since the AKP assumed power. The 

share of the EU-15 countries in Turkish foreign trade fell from 48 percent in 2002 to 

35 percent in 2010 (Figure 1).5 By contrast, the shares of both the Russian 

Federation and the countries in the Middle East and North Africa as a whole 

increased by 3.0 and 2.1 percent, respectively.  

 

Figure 1: Changes in Different Regions’ and Countries’ Share in Turkish 
Trade, 2002-2010 

 
Source: Turkish Statistical Institute (TUIK) 

 

 
                                                                        
5 Turkey’s trade volume with the EU-15 increased from USD 41 billion in 2002 to USD 104 billion in 
2010. But the rate of growth was considerably small when compared to the one with the rest of the 
world. Turkey’s trade with the EU-15 increased by about 150 percent between 2002 and 2010, 
whereas its trade with the rest of the world in the same time period increased by about 325 percent.  
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Explaining Turkey’s Eastern Shift 
A number of analysts (e.g. Cagaptay 2009, Inan 2010, Rubin 2010, 

Stephens 2010) have construed Turkey’s overall Eastern turn in general and 

improving relations with Syria, Iran, and Russia in particular as an indication of 

Turkey’s moving away from the West. They argued that the AKP’s “insidious” 

Islamic ideology has led Turkey to follow an anti-Western foreign policy that 

selectively improved relations with not-so-pro-Western governments and alienated 

traditional Western allies, thus creating an “axis shift” in Turkish foreign relations. 

Cagaptay (2009), for example, asserted that “the AKP's foreign policy has not 

promoted sympathy toward all Muslim states. Rather, the party has promoted 

solidarity with Islamists, anti-Western regimes (Qatar [sic] and Sudan, for example) 

while dismissing secular, pro-Western Muslim governments (Egypt, Jordan, and 

Tunisia).” Along with some other Westerners, Rubin (2010) went even further, 

portraying this Turkish shift as dramatic as one from an ‘ally’ to an ‘enemy’.  

In marked contrast to these arguments, some other scholars emphasized 

the role of economic factors in Turkey’s changing foreign relations. As a result of 

integration with the global economy, rise of Anatolian bourgeoisie and middle 

class, and relative desecuritization of Turkish foreign policy, in recent years, Turkey 

has transformed into a “trading state,” which foregoes a narrow definition of 

national security in favor of one that brings to the fore “economic considerations 

such as the need to trade, expand export markets, and attract and export foreign 

direct investment,” (Kirişci 2009: 33-34; also see Tsarouhas 2009, Logan 2009 and 

Kirişci 2011).6 Turkey’s new ‘mercantile’, if not mercantilist, foreign policy, which 

aims at enlarging and diversifying both markets for Turkish goods and external 

energy supplies, requires maintenance of good neighborly relations with countries 

in the region, hence Davutoglu’s ‘zero problems with neighbors’ policy. From this 

perspective, Turkey’s regional outreach has not been centered on an anti-Western 

axis but has rather been guided by a more pragmatic objective: turning traditional 

threats and enemies into customers and suppliers, an idea not unfamiliar to the 

pioneers of European integration.   

In the following section, we make a quantitative test of these two competing 

arguments using state visits of Turkish Prime Minister Recep T. Erdogan.   
                                                                        
6 A major manifestation of this new foreign policy is that in almost all state visits to foreign countries 
in the last couple of year, Turkish state leaders have been accompanied by an army of Turkish 
businessmen, who have usually returned home with lucrative business deals.  
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Correlates of Turkey’s Eastern Turn: An Empirical Analysis 

We open this section by noting that a simple West-East dichotomy is not 

helpful in testing the competing arguments on the motivations of Turkey’s Eastern 

turn because an overall Eastern turn is predicted by both arguments. Those who 

argue that the AKP’s foreign policy is guided by an Islamist ideology expect a shift 

in Turkey’s foreign relations from the West to the East for ideological reasons. 

Those who argue that the AKP’s foreign policy is driven by an economic agenda 

that aims to create new export markets for Turkey’s burgeoning industries and 

secure Turkey’s energy supplies, also expect an Eastern turn in Turkish foreign 

economic relations due to relative comparative advantage of Turkey in industrial 

goods vis-à-vis many countries in the non-Western world and the abundance of 

energy resources in that part of the world. Thus, a rising significance of the East in 

Turkish foreign relations is a prediction of the two competing arguments and 

therefore does not allow us to favor one over the other. We should rather analyze 

trends (or lack thereof) in this changing Turkish foreign relations to see whether 

they are guided by ideological choices. 

 In this section, we make a quantitative analysis of Turkish Prime Minister 

Recep T. Erdogan’s foreign visits between 2003 and 2010. We analyze Erdogan’s 

visits to non-Western7 countries because this is an area where the two competing 

arguments make different predictions. If the AKP’s foreign policy is guided by 

Islamist and anti-Western motives, then we should expect a particular shift towards 

countries that do not have very friendly relations with the West. By contrast, if the 

AKP’s foreign policy is guided by a sensible economic rationale, we should expect 

no particular trend in Turkish foreign economic relations away from pro-Western 

countries in the non-Western world.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                        
7 The non-Western world includes all countries except the EU-15, Iceland, Norway, Switzerland, 
Liechtenstein, Andorra, San Marino, Monaco, the U.S., Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and 
overseas territories of the West. 
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Figure 2: Mapping the Western Axis 

 
 

We employ a broader conception of “Western axis” in our empirical analysis. 

The “Western axis” is not only made up of the developed Western countries but 

extends well into the non-Western world. Within the non-Western world, there are 

pro-Western countries such as Israel, Colombia, South Korea, and Egypt who have 

strong political, economic, and/or military ties with the West and who are usually 

referred as a “Western ally” or a “pro-Western country.” We include these pro-

Western countries within the broader Western axis in the world (Figure 2). The rest 

of the countries in the non-Western world are comprised of ‘unfriendly’ regimes 

such as Iran, Venezuela, and North Korea and more neutral ones such as Brazil, 

China, and Vietnam. A key point here is that one would not count a particular shift 

from Western countries to pro-Western ones as an ‘anti-Western’ shift. If a 

country’s economic ties with Israel and South Korea improve relative to those with 

Germany and Britain, there is not much to worry about for the Westerners in 

military or political terms. By contrast, a particular shift from Western to not-so-pro-

Western countries will understandably worry Western minds. From this 

perspective, a test of the “axis shift” argument regarding Turkey under the AKP 

governments has to investigate presence or absence of a particular shift away from 

pro-Western countries. If the AKP’s foreign policy orientation is more ideological 

than pragmatic, we should expect a particular tendency in Turkey’s Eastern turn 

towards countries outside the Western axis in the non-Western world. Indeed, 

Cagaptay (2009) and Rubin (2010) make this distinction and argue that such a 

trend exists in the AKP era. This leads us to the first hypothesis: 
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    Hypothesis 1:The AKP specifically targets countries that are not pro-Western. 

By contrast, if, as Kirişci and others argued, the AKP’s foreign policy is guided by a 

sensible economic rationale which aims at enlarging markets for Turkish goods 

and securing Turkey’s energy needs, we should expect no particular trend in 

Turkish foreign economic relations away from pro-Western countries. Rather, we 

should expect that 

    Hypothesis 2:The AKP specifically targets countries with larger markets, and  

    Hypothesis 3:The AKP specifically targets countries with larger energy 

resources. 

Below, we provide a quantitative test of these three hypotheses using state 

visits of Prime Minister Erdogan to non-Western countries between 2003 and 2010. 

State visits are not perfect indicators of foreign policy objectives. Nevertheless, 

they provide valuable clues as to states’ overall foreign policy aims and tendencies, 

which allows us to use them as a proxy for governments’ strategic foreign policy 

objectives (Kastner and Saunders 2012: 165). Indeed, there is a growing literature 

on the strategic role and impact of state visits in international relations. Some 

recent quantitative studies on state visits investigated the economic (Nitsch 2007, 

Yeo and Lee 2009), geostrategic (Kastner and Saunders 2012), and regional 

(Zakhirova 2012) objectives and implications of state visits. For an insightful 

analysis of the politics of state visits in a globalizing world, see Goldstein (2008). 

 
The Dependent Variable 

The dependent variable of this study is the number of Erdogan’s visits to 

each country between 2003 and 2010.8 In the first eight years of his presidency, 

Erdogan made 226 foreign visits to a total of 80 countries. 80 of these visits were 

for multilateral meetings such as World Economic Forum or Arab League Summit. 

Because these 80 multilateral meetings are not targeted visits to specific countries, 

we exclude them from our empirical analysis and analyze the remaining 146 

bilateral visits Erdogan made to a total of 72 countries. Of these 146 visits, 35 were 

to the Western countries and 111 to non-Western countries. Syria (9), Azerbaijan 

(7), and Saudi Arabia (6) were Erdogan’s most frequent destinations in the non-

Western world (see Appendix 1 for a complete list of Erdogan’s foreign visits). Data 

                                                                        
8 Our sample includes member countries of the U.N. as of 2002. 
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on Erdogan’s foreign visits come from the official website of Turkish Prime 

Ministry.9 

Because our dependent variable is an event count, which ranges from 0 to 9 

and is not over-dispersed10, we use Poisson regression analysis in our statistical 

estimations. We also report robust standard errors, as recommended by Cameron 

and Trivedi (2009) for Poisson models.  

 
Independent Variables 

Anti-U.S.: Given the leadership of the United States within the Western 

world, we use countries’ orientation towards the U.S. as a proxy for their pro-

Westernness. Surely, there is no agreed-upon definition or measurement of US-

friendliness (or anti-USness). In this study, we use two alternate measurements of 

US-friendliness. The first is an index we created on our own. We designated a 

country US-friendly if it meets at least one of the following five criteria: 1) a NATO 

member, 2) designated by the U.S. as a ‘major non-NATO ally,’ 3) received military 

aid in the form of “foreign military financing” from the U.S. in at least two of the four 

years between 2006 and 2009,11 4) hosts a US military base,12 or 5) has a free 

trade agreement with the U.S. Seventy five countries are designated as US-

friendly.13 Of the remaining 76 countries in our sample, we designated 9 of them, 

which have been subject to direct economic sanctions by the US between 2003-

                                                                        
9 Available from:http://www.basbakanlik.gov.tr/yurtdisiziyaret/ 
10 An insignificant (p>0.90) test statistic from the “goodness-of-fit” test indicates that we cannot 
reject the null hypothesis that the dependent variable does not display over-dispersion, which would 
have rendered the Poisson model inappropriate and required a negative binomial regression model. 
Likewise, the “Vuong test” in the alternative zero-inflated Poisson (ZIP) model produces an 
insignificant statistic (p>0.25), suggesting the appropriateness of the original Poisson model. 
11 Data on US foreign military financing come from U.S. Department of State’s “Foreign Military 
Financing Account Summary.” Available online at: http://www.state.gov/t/pm/ppa/sat/c14560.htm 
12 Data on overseas U.S. military bases come from the U.S. Department of Defense’s “Base 
Structure Report – FY 2010 Baseline.” Available online at: 
http://www.acq.osd.mil/ie/download/bsr/bsr2010baseline.pdf 
13 See Appendix 2 for a categorization of US-friendly countries. Despite hosting a US base in 
Guantanamo Bay, Cuba is not designated as a US-friendly country due to the Bay’s controversial 
status and Cuba’s opposition to U.S. presence. Ecuador was not designated as a US-friendly 
country, either, because the socialist President Rafael Correa pledged to shut down the US base in 
Manta since 2006 and the U.S. presence on the base ended in July 2009. We also excluded Iraq 
and Afghanistan from our analysis because of the continuing U.S. and NATO invasions by 2010, 
which made it hard to determine the actual political orientation of governments in these countries.   

http://www.basbakanlik.gov.tr/yurtdisiziyaret/
http://www.state.gov/t/pm/ppa/sat/c14560.htm
http://www.acq.osd.mil/ie/download/bsr/bsr2010baseline.pdf
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2010, as anti-US.14 Subsequently, we created the following three-category ordinal 

variable of “anti-USness”: US-friendly (0), neutral (1), and anti-US (2).  

Our alternate measurement of US-friendliness/anti-USnessis based on the 

“Affinity of Nations” index, which is created from Eric Voeten’s U.N. General 

Assembly voting data (Strezhnev and Voeten 2013). For each country, we use the 

eight-year (2003-10) average of the “sun” scores with the United States in Voeten’s 

dataset, which creates a policy similarity index between states using their three-

category voting behavior (yes, no or abstention) at the UN General Assembly and 

ranges from +1 (most similar, hence most pro-US) to -1 (least similar, hence least 

pro-US), as a measure of US-friendliness.15 

Muslim: Given the Islamist roots of many AKP politicians, Muslim countries 

are likely to become more frequent destinations in Erdogan’s state visits. A country 

is considered a Muslim country if it is a member of the Organization of the Islamic 

Conference (OIC). Currently, 57 countries are member to the OIC.  

Gross Domestic Product (GDP): If the AKP governments have sought to 

create and expand markets for burgeoning Turkish industries, then we should 

expect a stronger gravitation towards larger markets. We measure the market size 

of countries using their actual gross domestic product in 2005 in billion US dollars. 

Data on GDP come from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators.  

Energy resources: If an important aspect of the AKP’s ‘mercantile’ foreign 

policy is to secure energy demands of industrializing Turkey, then we should 

expect more frequent visits toward countries that are rich in energy resources. We 

include an energy resources variable, which, for each country, equals the sum of 

that country’s proven oil and natural gas reserves in billion barrels in 2007. Data on 

oil and natural gas reserves come from the US Energy Information 

Administration.16 The US Energy Information Administration reports oil reserves in 

billion barrels and natural gas reserves in trillion cubic feet. We convert the values 

for natural gas reserves into billion barrels of oil equivalents using the “1 barrel of 

oil = 5,643 cubic feet of gas” ratio (TheCapitol.Net 2010: 48). See Appendix 3 for a 

list of the top 25 energy-rich countries. 

                                                                        
14 These countries are Cuba, Iran, Libya, North Korea, Myanmar, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, and 
Zimbabwe. Data on US sanctions is provided online at the website of the US Department of 
Treasury: http://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/Programs/Pages/Programs.aspx 
15Voeten’s index is moderately correlated with our three-category index of anti-USness (r=0.34). 
16 The data is available online at http://www.eia.doe.gov/emeu/international/oilreserves.html.  

http://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/Programs/Pages/Programs.aspx
http://www.eia.doe.gov/emeu/international/oilreserves.html
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Because geography provides both opportunities and limitations for 

interactions among states, in addition to the explanatory variables above, we also 

control for two geographical variables: neighbor and distance.  

Neighbor: Given the AKP governments’ special emphasis on solving issues 

with neighbors, we expect a higher amount of state visits to neighboring countries. 

The variable neighbor equals one for countries that share land border with Turkey, 

and zero otherwise. 

Distance: Distance variable measures the distance between the Turkish 

capital (Ankara) and the capital city of each country measured in miles. Data come 

from the EUGene software (Bennett and Stam 2000). 

Results 

Table 1 displays the Poisson regression estimates (incidence rate ratios) of 

Erdogan’s foreign visits in the non-Western world. The table includes three models 

with three alternate variables for anti-USness. In the first model, anti-US is a 

dummy variable, which equals 0 if a country is designated as US-friendly, and 1 if it 

is not. In the second model, anti-US variable is the three category ordinal variable 

specified above. The third model uses Voeten’s affinity index (reversed17) as a 

measurement of country’s anti-USness.  

 
Table 1: Poisson Regression Estimates (Incidence Rate Ratios) of State 
Visits of Erdogan, 2003-2010 

                                                                        
17 The original coding is reversed to make higher values indicate less US-friendliness (or higher 
anti-USness).   

Variable Model1 Model2 Model3 

Neighbor 3.2736*** 3.6878*** 2.8494*** 

Distance 0.9995*** 0.9995*** 0.9995*** 

GDP 1.0006*** 1.0007*** 1.0007*** 

Energy 1.0033** 1.0033** 1.0027¥ 

Muslim 2.3754*** 2.5306*** 3.1047*** 

Anti-U.S. (dummy) 0.4389**   

Anti-U.S.   0.5909*  

Affinity (reversed)   0.4426* 

Wald chi2 (6) 156.99 182.17 73.64 

Prob. > chi2 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 

Pseudo R2 0.4131 0.4095 0.3879 
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Legend: *** <0.01 **<0.05 *<0.1, two-tailed tests.   ¥<0.11; Values in parenthesis are robust 
standard errors  
  

The most striking finding in Table 1 was that in all three models, anti-

USness (or lack of US-friendliness) was negatively correlated with the number of 

Erdogan’s foreign visits and these correlations were statistically significant in all 

models. Holding all other variables constant, for each visit Erdogan paid to US-

friendly countries, he paid 0.44 visits to other countries (Model 1). Holding all other 

variables constant, for each visit Erdogan paid to neutral countries, he paid 0.59 

visits to anti-US countries (Model 2). And holding all other variables constant, one 

unit increase in the reversed affinity (or policy dissimilarity) score of a country with 

the United States decreased the rate of Erdogan’s visits to that country by a factor 

of 0.44 (Model 3). Thus, we do not observe a particular “anti-Western” trend in 

Erdogan’s foreign visits between 2003 and 2010. To the contrary, Erdogan seems 

to have aimed at strengthening Turkey’s relations with the pro-Western countries in 

the non-Western world. 

The Muslim variable, too, was found to have a positive and significant 

(p<0.01) effect on Erdogan’s visits in the non-Western world. Holding all other 

variables constant, being a Muslim country increased the expected number of 

Erdogan’s visits to that country by 137 (Model 1) to 210 (Model 3) percent. 

Although this finding suggests an “Islamic” trend in Turkish foreign policy, the 

negative effect of anti-USness indicates that this “Islamic” trend is not an “Islamist” 

one. To elaborate on Erdogan’s visits to Muslim countries, we replicated our 

analysis in Table 1 within the sub-group of Muslim countries. As we referred above, 

some analysts argued that Erdogan was not only ‘Islamizing’ Turkey’s foreign 

relations, but was also specifically targeting anti-Western Muslim countries such as 

Iran, Syria, and Sudan. The figures in Table 2, which provide the Poisson 

regression estimates of Erdogan’s foreign visits in the Muslim world, plainly refute 

this argument. Anti-USness was negatively (and statistically significantly) 

associated with the number of Erdogan’s visits to Muslim countries in all three 

models. Thus, we fail to observe a particular “anti-Western” trend in Erdogan’s 

foreign visits not only in the broader non-Western world but also within the Muslim 

Log pseudo-likelihood -119.544 -120.286 -124.675 

N 151 151 151 
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world. As such, our findings refute the hypothesis that Turkey’s Eastern turn is 

guided by an Islamist or anti-Western ideology.18 

 

Table 2:  Poisson Regression Estimates of State Visits of Erdogan to Muslim 
Countries, 2003-2010 

Legend: *** <0.01 **<0.05 *<0.1, two-tailed tests.   ¥<0.11; Values in parenthesis are robust 

standard errors  

 

As for the two economic variables, the figures in Table 1 also confirmed their 

purported positive effects on the number of Erdogan’s foreign. In line with the 

“trading state” argument, Erdogan’s visits to both energy-rich countries and 

countries with larger markets were discernibly more frequent than those to energy-

poor countries and countries with smaller markets. 

Lastly, the estimates for the two geographical variables had their expected 

signs and were statistically significant. Erdogan paid more visits to neighboring 

countries and fewer to distant ones.  
 
                                                                        
18 Azerbaijan was Erdogan’s second most frequent destination in the non-Western world. Some 
may consider Turkish-Azerbaijani relations as an unusual case because of the strong ethno-
religious bonds between Turkish and Azeri people, which are characterized by the motto “one 
nation, two states.” To check the robustness of our results in the absence of Azerbaijan, we re-ran 
our models in Table 1 and 2 excluding Azerbaijan from both samples. The results did not show 
dramatic changes so far as the theoretical variables are concerned. In both models, all the variables 
maintained their signs and statistical significances -or lack thereof-, with slight changes in coefficient 
estimates. Thus, Azerbaijan’s special place in Turkey’s foreign relations does not undermine the 
major findings of this study, which are absence of an anti-Western trend and presence of strong 
economic motives in Turkish foreign policy in the AKP era.   

Variable   Model1      Model2 Model3 

Neighbor 4.0486*** 4.1598*** 3.2694*** 

Distance 0.9993*** 0.9993*** 0.9992*** 

GDP 1.0082** 1.0087** 1.0106*** 

Energy 0.9960 0.9958 0.9945* 

Anti-U.S. (dummy) 0.4897***   

Anti-U.S.   0.6927*  

Affinity (reversed)   0.2992*** 

Wald chi2 (5) 119.64 129.35 101.47 

Prob. > chi2 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 

Pseudo R2 0.4241 0.4169 0.4090 

Log pseudo-likelihood -57.375 -58.091 -58.879 
N 54 54 54 
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Discussion and Concluding Remarks 
Since the end of the Cold War, and particularly since the ‘post-Islamist’ 

AKP’s rise to power in 2002, Turkey has aspired to become a central power in 

world politics. This aspiration, which has been supplemented by an economic 

impulse to create new markets and secure energy supplies for the country’s 

burgeoning industries, brought about a proactive policy that aimed resolving 

Turkey’s issues with her neighbors and playing a more active role in regional and 

global affairs. Turkey’s new proactive policy resulted in improving relations with 

countries in the non-Western world, which included Syria, Iran, and Russia. Yet 

Turkey’s improving relations with such countries raised question marks in the 

minds of many both at home and abroad and led some to the conclusion that 

Turkey, under the governance of ex-Islamists, is moving away from the West.  

In this study, we investigated the Turkey’s “Eastern turn” by studying Turkish 

Prime Minister Recep T. Erdogan’s foreign visits in the non-Western19 world 

between 2003 and 2010. We tested ideological and economic explanations of the 

“Eastern turn” and failed to find a particular anti-Western trend in Erdogan’s foreign 

visits. To the contrary, Erdogan’s most frequent destinations in the non-Western 

world were pro-Western countries. This finding is robust to different measurements 

of anti-Westernness. Also, in support of the “trading state” argument, we found that 

countries’ market size and energy-richness were positively correlated with the 

number of visits Erdogan paid to each country. As such, our findings lend support 

to the argument that the AKP’s foreign policy is guided more by a sensible 

economic rationale than by ideology.  

A major problem with “Turkey-turns-away-from-the-West” argument is that it 

is based on a very selective reading of Turkey’s changing in foreign relations. 

Improvements in relations with some not-so-pro-Western governments such as 

Syria, Iran, and Russia went hand in hand with improving relations with some other 

Western (such as Greece20 and Spain21) and pro-Western (such as Jordan22 and 

                                                                        
19 In this study, we included most Eastern European countries within the “non-Western” world. This 
is a debatable position and one of the reviewers questioned its validity and suggested the inclusion 
of all European countries within the “Western world”. Following this suggestion, we re-ran our 
Poisson model with a sample that excluded all European countries, thus reducing the sample size 
to 133. The results remained essentially the same. All the variables retained their signs and 
statistical significance. Thus, our results are robust to different definitions of the West.  
20 Turkish-Greek bilateral trade more than tripled between 2002 and 2010. In a historic two-day visit 
to Greece in May 2010 with ten ministers and about 100 businessmen, Erdogan and his Greek 
counterpart George Papandreou held a joint cabinet meeting and signed twenty one cooperative 
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Saudi Arabia23) governments. The diversity of the political orientation of 

governments that Turkey has improved ties with also refutes an “axis shift” and 

lends support to those who argue that the AKP’s foreign has been guided more by 

rationality and pragmatism than by ideology (among others, Kardaş 2006, Danforth 

2008, Öniş and Yilmaz 2009).   

The absence of an anti-Western trend in the AKP’s foreign policy in the non-

Western world goes in line with the seemingly-odd argument that Turkey’s Eastern 

turn can actually be for the West rather than against it. Some analysts speculated 

that Turkey might be boosting its ties with the East in order to have better 

bargaining power against the EU (Görgülü 2009: 22-23; Fotio and Triantaphyllou 

2010: 102-103). Interestingly, in his influential book StratejikDerinlik (Strategic 

Depth), Davutoglu also argued that “to unlock the vicious cycle resulting from the 

impasse in Turkey-EU relations,” Turkey should adopt a new foreign policy strategy 

that “includes the EU as a factor, but not the only one,” (2001: 550, authors’ 

translation). If this is what is happening, Turkey’s purported Eastern turn may 

actually be a Western-oriented policy as well.  

Yet one has to bear in mind that if “EU membership” is one reason for 

Turkey’s Eastern turn, “EU fatigue” (Robbins 2002, Usul 2008) is another one. 

When a UN-brokered peace deal in 2004 (the Annan Plan), which was voted in 

favor by the majority of the Turkish Cypriots, was killed by a 75 percent ‘NO’ vote 

on the Greek Cypriot side, and the EU still went on to let Cyprus into the club, 

many Turks felt betrayed and lost their faith in the EU as a fair institution. In one 

Turkish scholar’s words, “the EU lost credibility with the Turkish people as an 

honest broker on the Cyprus issue following the referenda on the Annan Plan,” 

(Bardakci 2007: 117).  Additionally, European leaders such as the French 

President Sarkozy and the German Chancellor Angela Merkel openly stated in 

several occasions that Turkey’s full membership is not in the interest of the EU and 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                          
agreements and protocols on issues ranging from removal of the hostile statements in school 
textbooks to visa immunity. 
21 Bilateral trade between Turkey and Spain more than tripled between 2002 and 2010. Turkey and 
Spain have been co-sponsoring the U.N.’s Alliance of Civilizations initiative since 2005. Zapatero’s 
Spain was also one of the major supporters of Turkey’s EU bid. 
22 In June 2010, Turkey, Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon had agreed to set up a free trade zone, which 
was halted by the Syrian uprising.  
23 In 2006, King Abdullah paid the first visit to Turkey by a Saudi king in 40 years and returned for a 
second visit the following year. Between 2002 and 2010, Erdogan visited Saudi Arabia six times 
(excluding 3 visits for multilateral conventions), which made Saudi Arabia the fourth most-frequently 
visited country by Erdogan after Syria (9), Germany (8), and Azerbaijan (7). Turkish exports to 
Saudi Arabia almost quadrupled between 2002 and 2010. 
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argued that Turkey should take its place within the EU as a ‘privileged partner,’ 

rather than a full member. Such statements led many Turks to believe that the EU 

is playing a game of double standards against Turkey and that the Europeans will 

not let Turkey in even if Turkey successfully adopts the aquis.24 This 

disillusionment with the Europeans fueled Turkey’s search for supplementary, if not 

alternative, relations with the rest of the world.   

Given the absence of an ideological trend in Turkey’s Eastern turn, we 

maintain that the AKP leadership’s rising anti-Israeli rhetoric is not an indication of 

Turkey’s moving away from the West, as some argue (Cagaptay 2009, Rubin 

2010). As Turkey aspires to re-claim her historic leadership position in the region, 

this requires Turkey not only to enhance relations with her neighbors but also to 

assume a more active and leading role in the resolution of regional conflicts. The 

post-WWII history of the Middle East informs us that standing up for the 

Palestinians has been a sine qua non for any Muslim country with regional 

leadership aspirations. From Nasser to Ahmedinejad, every Muslim leader that 

aspired for leadership in the Middle East invested in the Palestinian conflict and 

adopted a more radical/rhetorical language than usual.25 Thus, the Turkish 

government’s radical critiques of certain Israeli policies can be viewed as 

calculated investments in Turkish ‘soft power’ over the Arab world.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                                        
24 A 2009 survey found that less than 30 percent of Turks think that Turkey will ever be admitted to 
the EU (Transatlantic Trends 2009: 25).  
25 Former Israeli foreign minister Shlomo Ben-Ami once stated that “this [leadership in the Middle 
East] remains the main purpose of Ahmedinejad’s incendiary rhetoric” (quoted in Parsi 2007: 265). 
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Appendix 1: Erdogan’s foreign visits, 2003-2010 
Country # of visits 

U.S.A (5) 14 

Belgium (1) 12 

Germany (8) 11 
Azerbaijan (7), Italy (1), Saudi Arabia (6), Syria (9) 9 

France (2),Spain(2),United Kingdom(5) 7 
Greece (3), Russian Federation (5), Switzerland (0) 6 
Bosnia Herzegovina (4), Georgia (5), United Arab Emirates (4) 5 
Iran (3), Lebanon (3), Pakistan (4), Qatar (3), 4 
Albania (3), Austria (3), Bulgaria (3), Libya (2), Poland (1), Turkmenistan 
(3) 
 

3 

Egypt (1),Ethiopia(1), Indonesia (1), Iraq (2), Jordan (2),  Malaysia (1), 
Portugal (1), Romania (2), Serbia (1), South Korea (2), Tajikistan (1) 
 

2 

Afghanistan (1), Algeria (1), Australia (1), Bahrain (1), Bangladesh (1), 
Brazil (1),Canada (0), Chile (1), Croatia (1), Czech Republic (1), Denmark 

(0), Finland (1), Hungary (1), India (1), Ireland (0), Israel (1), Japan (1), 
Kazakhstan (1), Latvia (0),Kyrgyzstan (1), Kuwait (1), Luxembourg 

(0),Macedonia (1), Maldives (1), Mexico (1), Moldova (0),Monaco (0), 
Mongolia (1), Morocco (1), Mozambique (1), the Netherlands (1), New 

Zealand (1), Norway (1), Oman (1), Palestine (1), South Africa (1), Sri 
Lanka (1), Sudan (0), Sweden (1), Thailand (1), Tunisia (1), Ukraine (1), 
Uzbekistan (1), Vatican (1), Yemen (1) 

1 

Legend:Bolded countries are non-Western countries. Numbers in the second column indicate the total 

number of visits including multilateral meetings; numbers in parentheses next to each country indicate 

the number of bilateral visits only, which are utilized in this study.
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Appendix 2: US-Friendly Countries in the non-Western World 

 NATO members 

 

Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary Latvia, Lithuania, 

Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia  

 

Major non-NATO Ally 

 

Argentina, Bahrain, Egypt, Israel, Japan, Jordan, Kuwait, 
Morocco, Pakistan, Philippines, South Korea, Thailand 

U.S. military aid* 

 

Albania, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bahamas(3), Bangladesh, 
Belize(3), Bosnia and Herzegovina, Cambodia, Chile(3), 

Colombia, Djibouti, Dominican Republic(3), Democratic Republic 

of Congo(2),East Timor(2), El Salvador, Ethiopia, Georgia, Ghana, 

Guatemala(2), Guyana(3), Haiti, Honduras(3), Indonesia, 
Jamaica(3),  Kazakhstan, Kenya(2), Kirgizstan, Lebanon, Liberia, 

Macedonia, Mexico(2), Moldova, Mongolia, Nicaragua, Nigeria, 
Oman, Panama(3), Senegal(2), Sri Lanka(2),  

Suriname(3),Turkmenistan(3), Tajikistan, Tonga, Tunisia, 
Ukraine, Yemen 
 

U.S. bases* 
Antigua, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates 
 

Free-trade with the U.S.A* 
Costa Rica, Peru, Singapore  

 

Legend:Bolded countries are member to the Organization of the Islamic Conference. Numbers refer 

to the number of years a country received military aid from the U.S. between 2006 and 2009. 

Countries without a number received aid in all four years.  

* includes only countries that are not part of an earlier category.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Romanian Journal of Political Science.   
 

 
 72 

 

Appendix 3: Energy-rich countries 
 

Total Proven Oil and Natural Reserves: Top 25 Countries 

 Russia, 357.7 bb. 

 Iran, 308.9 bb. 

 Saudi Arabia, 304.8 bb. 

 Canada, 189.5 bb. 

 Qatar, 176.6 bb. 

 United Arab Emirates, 135.8 bb. 

 Iraq, 134.8 bb. 

 Kuwait, 111.2 bb. 

 Venezuela, 107 bb. 

. Nigeria, 68.5 bb. 

. United States, 58.3 bb. 

. Libya, 50.8 bb. 

. Kazakhstan, 47.7 bb. 

. Algeria, 40.9 bb. 

. China, 30.2 bb. 

. Norway, 22.4 bb. 

. Indonesia, 21.6 bb. 

. Turkmenistan, 18.3 bb. 

. Malaysia, 16.3 bb. 

. Mexico, 14.9 bb. 

. Egypt, 14.1 bb. 

. Brazil, 13.7 bb. 

. India, 12.4 bb. 

. Azerbaijan, 12.3 bb. 

. Uzbekistan, 12.1 bb. 
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