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For over five decades, Turkiye’s foreign policy was predominantly
characterized by a Pro-Western orientation. A significant implication
of this alignment was that West Asia was not a primary geopolitical
concern. However, this paradigm has shifted notably over the last
two decades, with Turkiye demonstrating more active and
independent engagement in the region. This article seeks to clarify
how this geopolitical shift has become possible since 2003. The main
argument is that redefining national identity in the form of “Neo-
Ottomanism” and, consequently, a change in its national interests
made this shift in Tlrkiye's geopolitical view on West Asia possible.
The article employs unit-level constructivism with its emphasis on
the constitutive effects of domestic factors and, in particular, identity
as its theoretical framework. Process tracing is the method applied
for data analysis. The article illustrates how Neo-Ottomanism, as
Turkiye's emergent identity, has shaped its evolving interests in West
Asia by reinterpreting TUrkiye's geopolitics and foreign policy along
two key axes: regionality (within West Asia) and Islamism. In terms
of regionality, Turkiye's decision not to align with U.S. sanctions
against Iran and its assertive presence in Syria serve as pivotal
manifestations of this new orientation. Concurrently, its Islamist
identity has fostered support for Hamas and contributed to a
relatively anti-Israeli stance.
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Introduction: During the Cold War, Tirkiye’s Kemalist geopolitical
view entailed an alliance with the West and a rather passive approach
to regional developments, especially in West Asia. With the rise to
power of the Justice and Development Party (AKP), however, the
necessity to reconsider the country’s geopolitical definition came into
focus. Tirkiye, according to the new elite, needed to break free from
dependence on the West and follow Western interests. Instead, it
needed to pursue an active foreign policy in its neighboring regions,
particularly in West Asia. The focus of this study is to explain the
transition toward this new geopolitical stance, and consequently the
shift in Tirkiye’s foreign policy. This shift is particularly significant
both in terms of regional politics and international relations.

Research question: How did the shift in Tiirkiye’s geopolitical view of
West Asia become possible between 2003 and 2025?

Hypothesis: The main argument here is that the redefinition of
national identity from a Pro-Western to a Neo-Ottomanist one, and
consequently the new understandings of national interests, made the
changes in Tiirkiye’s geopolitical view on West Asia possible.
Methodology and theoretical framework: The theoretical foundation
of this study is Constructivism. Changes in foreign policy, including
geopolitical understandings and positions, from this perspective, can
be attributed to changes in identity. In this context, the ideas of
theorists like Ted Hopf and Michael Barnett, who underline the
significance of domestic influences and, in particular, how identities
are formed, re-formed, and changed, help us explain Tiirkiye’s foreign
policy. Hopf particularly views the domestic social environment as the
source of national interest redefinition by elites and decision-makers.
Barnett complements this by stressing the significance and agency of
domestic identity resources, taking into consideration the identity
debates inside countries and the political philosophy of ruling elites.

In this article, process tracing is the method applied in order to show
the causal mechanism involved in the process of change. Therefore,
using process tracing here involves examining the causal mechanism
connecting changes in identity and changes in foreign policy.

Results and discussion: Kemalism resulted in turning away from the
Middle East/West Asia, the Islamic world, and the Arab world. The
Kemalist discourse or ideology, however, was gradually challenged by
ideas that praised and sanctified the Ottoman past and called for a
return to its values. One of the most influential thinkers in this domain
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was Necip Fazil Kisakiirek (1904-1983), who offered a new historical
interpretation of the Ottoman era as an alternative to Kemalism. In his
interpretation, Sunni Islam was the main source of national identity,
and Western cultural imagery was denied while the superiority of
Islamic culture was emphasized. In the new reading of Ottomanism, or
what may be called Neo-Ottomanism, Kisakiirek’s Islamism
incorporated Turkish nationalism as well.

Recep Tayyip Erdogan has repeatedly expressed his intellectual and
theoretical allegiance to Kisakiirek on various occasions. The new
generation of Islamists, including Erdogan, have more or less rejected
integration with the West and advocated extensive relations with
neighboring and Islamic countries. The Justice and Development
Party, led by Erdogan, redefined Tiirkiye’s national identity with Neo-
Ottomanist elements. Not only the external world but also the Turkish
nation and society have been influenced by Neo-Ottomanist policies
over the past two decades. Under the AKP, from a foreign policy
perspective, the combination of Turkish and Islamic elements in Neo-
Ottomanism became dominant in redefining the country’s geopolitical
views. In this framework, the AKP elites, by presenting a new
interpretation of national identity and redefining national interests,
placed Tiirkiye’s geopolitical focus on its neighboring countries,
including important regional state and non-state actors in West Asia.
Following Erdogan's critical remarks in 2008, the “lower chair crisis”,
the Mavi Marmara, and Turkish policies towards Iran's nuclear
program could be seen in its opposition to the adoption of Resolution
1929 and its participation in an agreement on Iran’s nuclear deal in
cooperation with Brazil and Iran in 2010. After the Arab Spring, we
witnessed Erdogan's opposition to the EI-Sisi coup in Egypt and his
support for Qatar during the blockade of the country in 2017. In
addition to Erdogan's extensive relations and frequent meetings with
Hamas leaders, Turkiye decided to sever relations with Israel in May
2024. During this period, one of the areas of tension between Ankara
and Washington was Tiirkiye’s assistance in circumventing sanctions
on Iran and cooperation with Iranian businessman Reza Zarrab. In
addition, we witness Turkiye's extensive involvement in the Syrian
crisis and its participation in the “Astana Process” alongside Russia
and Iran. Finally, in December 2024, Tirkiye became an effective
factor in regime change in Syria, and this can be seen as the beginning
of competition and conflict with Israel in that country.
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Conclusion: Over the past two decades, as Turkiye has moved towards
independence in foreign policy, its sense of responsibility for issues
affecting the West has declined. Erdogan's political philosophy has
been a natural and predictable result of the transition from Kemalism,
the mild Neo-Ottomanism of Ozal, and the radical Islamism of
Erbakan. What is notable here is the identity and civilizational
difference between Turkiye and the West. Unlike Kemalist top-down,
authoritarian efforts to deny, conceal, or at least weaken this
difference, the AKP has managed to blend national identity and state
identity through a moderate Islamist approach. Here, we observe the
dialectical relationship between domestic ideational forces and foreign
policy.

Keywords: Foreign Policy, Geopolitical View, Identity, Neo-
Ottomanism, West Asia, Turkiye.
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