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EDITOR’S PREFACE



IX

This collection of essays, which covers a wide range of issues related 
to Turkish politics, history and foreign policy, was written by a distin-
guished group of young scholars, most of whom presented their papers 
as part of the Young Scholars on Turkey Conference. The selection of 
essays is intended to illuminate Turkey’s current politics and foreign 
policy as well as provide new insights into its historical background and 
identity debates. Both the Young Scholars on Turkey lecture series and 
its conference attracted the attention of an informed and enthusiastic 
audience of both established professionals and other young scholars. In 
order to create a volume that brought together some of these articles, 
we began to work on this collection in the summer of 2011. The articles 
were revised by the authors themselves with suggestions from the edi-
tors and prepared for publication. During the preparation of this vol-
ume, our copy-editor Nathania Ustun demonstrated invaluable dedica-
tion to the work. In addition, Maggie Simon worked diligently on the 
standardization of the text and citations and Ümare Yazar from SETA’s 
office in Ankara showed both patience and commitment in bearing 
with a first-time editor like myself. I hope the volume will be the first 
step in a long series of Young Scholars programs and lead to further 
collaboration of academia and think tank world in the field of Turkish 
studies. I would like to extend my profound gratitude to each of the 
contributors, to Nuh Yılmaz and Kadir Ustun for bringing me in on this 
very special undertaking, to Omer Ozbek for his help in the manage-
ment of the publication process and to Taha Ozhan for his support and 
encouragement throughout this endeavor. 

Kılıç Buğra Kanat
Washington, D.C.
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The Young Scholars on Turkey (YSOT) program, co-sponsored by 
the SETA Foundation at Washington D.C. and the Institute of Turk-
ish Studies (ITS) at Georgetown University, completed its first year 
with an international conference in April 15, 2011. This volume 
draws on articles submitted by scholars who have presented their 
work to the Washington D.C. audience as part of the YSOT program.

The main idea driving the conception of the program was mani-
fold. First, it aimed to bridge the gap between the academic world and 
the policy world in discussions on Turkey. Second, the program was 
intended to contribute to the depth of policy discussions on Turkey 
specifically in the think tank world by relying on already accumu-
lated academic knowledge. Third, it strove to offer fresh perspectives 
on Turkey by engaging academics at the beginning of their careers. 

This was definitely an ambitious project as it attempted to engage 
early-career scholars in the policy conversation. This was a difficult 
challenge because of the rapid pace of policy discussions compared 
to longer-term academic endeavors. The scholars we engaged of-
ten required much longer deadlines than we were willing to offer 
them. It was our challenge to make often highly specialized academic 
knowledge “policy-relevant” for our audience. It was also a highly re-
warding experience as we witnessed true contributions being made 
to the policy conversation on Turkey. 

As you will see in the content of this volume, we found that the 
academic research interests in various fields, including political sci-
ence, international relations, history, sociology etc. are not necessarily 
far removed from the policy discussions. Many scholars focused on 
domestic issues such as Islamism and the Kurdish question and Turk-
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ish domestic policy discussions often address these topics as well. In 
terms of foreign policy, much of the academic discussions focused on 
Turkey’s relations with the EU and the EU accession process. It proved 
more difficult to find scholars who were engaged in Turkish foreign 
policy with respect to Turkey’s relations with the U.S. or with the Mid-
dle East. This clearly correlates with Turkey’s foreign policy outlook 
to some extent as its relations with the U.S. and the Middle East have 
just begun to be scrutinized over the past couple of years more closely. 
Especially after the Arab Spring, there has been a lot of policy discus-
sion on Turkey’s policies towards Middle Eastern countries and we can 
expect more academic interest in this area in the near future.

Over the course of the 2010-2011 academic year, the YSOT pro-
gram organized a total of nine individual sessions where individual 
scholars presented their research findings along with policy recom-
mendations in Washington D.C. The year 2010 was not a particu-
larly easy one for U.S.-Turkey relations, which made the program 
even more interesting and relevant for the U.S. audience. We have 
received a lot of encouragement and feedback from our co-sponsors, 
presenters, conference participants as well as the broader audience. 
Based on the reaction so far, we can claim that the Young Scholars 
on Turkey Program reached its goals to a great extent in its first year. 

We would like to thank Nuh Yılmaz and İbrahim Kalın for the 
conception of this program. Mr. Yılmaz, as the co-Director of the 
YSOT program, directed, guided, and supported this program in all 
its stages. We would like to thank the former co-directors of the YSOT 
program, Ufuk Ulutaş and Talha Köse. Ömer Özbek deserves special 
praise for his help with the organization of the program and the con-
ference. We would like to thank David Cuthell and Cemil Aydın for 
their wonderful support and encouragement. The Institute of Turkish 
Studies (ITS) at Georgetown University and the Ali Vural Ak Global 
Islamic Studies Center at George Mason University co-sponsorships 
made possible the YSOT program as well as the YSOT Conference 
2011. We also thank Kılıç Buğra Kanat for editing this volume. 

As we embark upon a new year of the YSOT program, we hope 
to build upon the success of the first year with a similar vision of 
enriching the policy discussions with in-depth academic knowledge 
through engaging early-career academics. We hope this endeavor 
will contribute to a deeper understanding of the realities of Turkey 
and better relations with its allies and neighbors.  

Kadir Üstün
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WHEN A COUNTRY SIMULTANEOUSLY DESCRIBES itself 
as European, Mediterranean, and Middle Eastern, foreign policy 
discussions involving national identity are inevitable. Turkey’s citi-
zens and their leaders are not being untruthful when they cite their 
unique geography as a source of these plural identities, but the same 
qualities that gave the country leverage during the Cold War have 
recently contributed to tense international relations, especially with 
the US, EU, and Israel. Pundits, policy-makers, and even some aca-
demics have started asking the loaded question, “Who lost Turkey?” 

Drawing on Samuel Huntington’s famous characterization of 
Turkey as a country “torn” between Western and Islamic civilization, 
the “lost Turkey” narrative argues that Turkey under the AKP has 
increasingly rejected its Western identity and embraced a leadership 
role in Islamic civilization (Huntington 1996, 144-49). This thesis 
has been advanced most notably by Soner Çağaptay, a Senior Fellow 
at the Washington Institute for Near East Policy, in articles with such 
titles as “Is Turkey leaving the West?” (2006; 2009; 2010). Similarly, 
Michael Rubin of the American Enterprise Institute has accused the 
ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) of sending Turkish for-
eign policy “on a fundamentally different trajectory” that is “increas-
ingly oriented around the most extreme elements” of Islamist foreign 
policy (Rubin 2010). Still others have argued that Turkey is moving 
towards greater cooperation with China and Russia, to the detriment 
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of Turkey›s NATO allies (Auslin 2010). As evidence, the supporters 
of the axis theory point to the rise of the Justice and Development 
Party (AKP), approval for Iran’s nuclear pursuits, tension in military 
relations with Israel and the US, and increased trade with China and 
Russia. 

The view that Turkey has turned its back on the West, however, 
is not universal. Many observers, including Ömer Taşpinar of the 
Brookings Institution and former U.S. Ambassador to Turkey Ross 
Wilson, are skeptical of the idea that Turks are choosing along a 
one-dimensional East-West continuum. A special 2010 issue of 
The Economist devoted to Turkey rejected “the idea that Turkey is 
drifting towards Muslim fundamentalism and somehow ‘being lost’ 
by the West,” calling it “completely wrong” (2010). Building on the 
work of several other scholars, we suggest an alternative to the “axis 
theory,” which we label “autonomy theory.” Autonomy theory views 
Turkish foreign policy along a different spectrum, developing from 
bloc alliances to a self-directed policy, rather than a choice between 
East and West.

Arbitrating between these competing explanations of Turkish 
foreign policy behavior is difficult, since both sides have plenty of 
statements from political elites and events from recent history to 
back their claims. One area where both sides seem to agree, however, 
is that, if their theory is correct, we should be able to see the signs 
of it in Turkish public opinion. Ross Wilson has stated that, “When 
it comes to [Turkish] foreign policy, public opinion matters in a way 
that it did not even just a few years ago” (2010). Soner Çağaptay con-
curred with this assessment, calling Prime Minister Erdoğan «an as-
tute politician» who is «reacting to changes in Turkish society... pub-
lic opinion has shifted» (2009). In this study, we examine evidence 
from the 2002 to 2009 Pew Global Attitudes Project (GAP) surveys1 
to answer three key questions: Is public opinion turning from a pro-
Western orientation towards a pro-Eastern or pro-Islamic orienta-
tion? Are AKP supporters more anti-Western when compared to 

1. Data available at: http://pewglobal.org/category/datasets/. 



ATTITUDES TOWARDS EAST AND WEST IN TURKISH PUBLIC OPINION

151

other parties? And are AKP supporters more favorably oriented to-
wards Iran and other Islamist groups?

Based on our research, we conclude that the answer to all three 
questions is a qualified no. While AKP supporters are more sympa-
thetic to Iran, Hamas, and Hezbollah than the general public, these 
attitudes are only marginally different from supporters of other par-
ties and are minor when compared with the growing skepticism to-
wards all international actors across the Turkish body politic. We of-
fer policy implications for these findings in our concluding section.

Background
It is telling that as recently as 1990, the study of Turkish foreign 
policy was virtually unknown in the West (Robins 2006, 199). Al-
though US-Turkey relations had endured several strains, the mid-
to-late twentieth century was largely dominated by NATO and Cold 
War realpolitik. When the Cold War came to an abrupt end, they 
were left without a common enemy and, thus, a greatly diminished 
bond. During the first Gulf War, President Turgut Özal promised 
George H. W. Bush unilateral and unconditional support. After the 
swift conclusion of that conflict, however, the US turned its attention 
to other parts of the world and Turkey was largely marginalized by 
the EU and US. Even Turkey’s on-again, off-again relationship with 
the EU grew cold in 1997, when the Luxembourg Summit left Turkey 
out of its proposed expansion. 

After the attacks of September 11, 2001 and the subsequent advent 
of the “War on Terror,” the US again adopted a mindset of existential 
conflict and turned to Turkey as an ally. The restored relationship, 
however, was short-lived. In 2003, the newly elected AKP-dominat-
ed parliament refused to allow coalition troops to enter Iraq from 
Turkey. This was due largely to domestic considerations involving 
the Kurdish minority. It may also have been motivated by Turkey›s 
European ambitions. The Iraq invasion was unpopular with France 
and Germany, whose approval would be important for gaining EU 
membership. If the latter is true, it paid off; in late 2004, the EU ap-
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proved accession talks, which began in 2005. In either case, the US 
interpreted the rejection as an affront to its main policy aims.

The history of Turkey during this period is intertwined with that 
of its ruling AKP, which is where much of the cause for concern on 
the part of axis theorists originates. The party formed out of the ash-
es of the banned Welfare Party (RP) in the late 1990’s and came to 
power in the general elections of 2002. Other than the 2003 disagree-
ment over Iraq, however, the AKP’s first term did not raise much 
concern among US policy analysts (Walker 2008, 103-104).

The party’s resounding victory in the 2007 elections gave it the 
confidence to begin shaping and pursuing an autonomous foreign 
policy. In its second term, the AKP announced its commitment to 
“no problems” with neighboring countries and began a series of 
“openings” centered on sensitive domestic issues. These included 
improved visa and trade relationships with Syria, Iran, Armenia, 
China, and Russia among others. Some of these developments were 
hailed as positive steps, but others resulted in controversy. In 2008, 
Turkey became the first NATO country to host Iranian President 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, known in the West for his Holocaust deni-
als and other anti-Semitic rhetoric. Turkey’s decision in 2009 to vote 
against tougher sanctions on Iran, accompanied only by Brazil, also 
raised the ire of the US and its allies. Tense relations were further 
inflamed during the Mavi Marmara flotilla incident off of the Israeli 
coast in May 2010. Turks, for their part, display rising levels of anti-
American sentiment, with an opinion of the US that is among the 
lowest in the world. 

These events, taken together, offer some understanding as to the 
origins of the “Who lost Turkey?” question. These events, however, 
do not necessarily signify a shift on the part of Turkey away from its 
Western allies and into a new Eastern alliance. Indeed, the US and 
Turkey have disagreed on numerous issues in the past (e.g. Cyprus or 
the Cuban Missile Crisis), and remained valuable strategic partners.

Axis Theory vs. Autonomy Theory
There are a number of competing interpretations of Turkish foreign 
policy developments over the last decade. In this study, we concen-
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trate on the way that Turkey’s policies are viewed from the outside, 
and specifically in the US. Two competing narratives have predomi-
nated. Axis theory argues that Turkey is in the process of abandon-
ing Western institutions in favor of a leadership role among Islamic 
states and/or closer ties with Russian and China. Autonomy theory 
rejects the idea that Turkey is necessarily attempting to form a new 
bloc-alignment. Rather, they argue, the primary trend is towards a 
greater focus on nationalism and self-interest.2

Axis theory suggests that Turkey’s moves should be viewed along 
a horizontal, East-West axis; any choice either draws it closer to the 
US/EU, or puts it nearer to the orbit of Iran/China. Proponents of 
this view emphasize three inter-related points. First, many support-
ers of axis theory argue that the AKP has not moved far from its 
Islamic roots. They argue that underlying the worldview of the AKP 
is a division between Western and Islamic states. In foreign policy 
matters, this means that the leaders of the AKP support a foreign 
policy where Turkey becomes positioned as “the leader of the re-
christened Muslim world.” They point, for example, to the statement 
of AKP Foreign Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu in his book, Strategic 
Depth, when he says, “Turkey’s traditionally good ties with the West 
are a form of alienation” (Çağaptay 2010).

Second, based on this worldview, the AKP has undertaken a 
project of radicalizing public opinion on foreign policy matters. The 
party, with the support of some media outlets and educational in-
stitutions, has fostered anti-Western sentiment, encouraging “an ‘us 
(Muslims) versus them (the West)’ worldview at the expense of Tur-
key’s historic flexibility” (Çağaptay 2010). They point to the growing 
distrust of the US and the EU in polls like Pew’s GAP survey as evi-
dence that the AKP’s project has been successful at changing public 
opinion on these issues.

Finally, axis theory supporters argue that closer relations with 
Iran, Syria, Sudan, and even Russia and China are a product of the 

2. When we and other authors cited here refer to increasing “nationalism,” we are discussing it 
in a very limited way – as increasing national self-confidence and a concomitant skepticism 
of international actors. We are not discussing issues of Turkish identity, attitudes towards 
minority groups, or support for explicitly nationalist political parties. 
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AKP’s Islamist worldview. Similar to the views often associated with 
“neocons” in US politics, axis theory supporters argue that better re-
lations with authoritarian and Islamist states inherently come at a 
cost to relations with Western states. Michael Auslin of the American 
Enterprise Institute puts it thusly: “If Mr. [Tayyip] Erdoğan chooses 
to increasingly ally himself with authoritarian regimes, such as Chi-
na, Syria, and Iran, then Turkey will quickly find itself isolated from 
the liberal West” (2010). Thus, Turkey’s improvement in relations 
with the rivals of its Western allies must mean that Turkey is either 
joining or attempting to establish an anti-Western alliance. 

Autonomy theory proposes an alternate view, which imagines 
Turkey moving vertically. The baseline for this would be isolationist 
or bloc foreign policies, where the concerns of smaller countries are 
subsumed by regional or global actors. At the upper end of this spec-
trum we find more autonomous foreign policies, in which countries 
speak and act in pursuit of what they define as their national interest, 
with less regard to how their traditional allies might react. 

Those analysts who we would classify as “autonomy theorists” 
describe Turkish foreign policy in various interesting ways, but 
they have several points in common. They usually argue that mod-
ern Turkish foreign policy, more so than at any point previously, is 
responsive to public opinion. Since the AKP came to power—and 
especially since its re-election in 2007—military dominance in Tur-
key’s foreign policy has diminished substantially, and the traditional 
insulation of Turkey’s foreign policy elite from public opinion has 
eroded (Wilson 2010; Lesser 2010; State Department 2010). The re-
sult of decision-making in a democratic environment is that policies 
are often adopted on a case-by-case basis, based on the advocacy of 
various interest groups, with less focus on grand strategy. From this 
perspective, it is growing mistrust of the US and the EU, combined 
with the growing demand from business groups for trade with Iran 
and Syria, which have produced the policies that have worried some 
Western analysts.
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Supporters of autonomy theory argue that the dominant trend is 
not a growing support for Islamic or Eurasian states versus Western 
powers. Rather, the main trend in Turkish foreign policy has been 
the rise of nationalism and self-interest. With its rapidly growing 
economy, young population, and growing diplomatic clout, Turkish 
foreign policy is no longer constrained to traditional bloc politics. 
Such an assertion of self-reliance can take on an isolationist tone; 
as expressed, for example, in the oft-quoted phrase that “the only 
friend of a Turk is a Turk.” It can also carry a distinctly internation-
alist tone. AKP leaders, for example, often suggest that their closer 
relations with Middle Eastern countries compliment its goals as part 
of Western alliances and vice versa. Greater nationalism could also 
carry with it a tone reminiscent of Gaullism in France, where, “Bur-
dened by a sense that it never gets the respect it deserves, Turkey 
may increasingly act on its own in search of full independence and 
sovereignty, strategic leverage and, most importantly, ‘Turkish glory 
and grandeur’” (Taşpınar 2011a; 2011b, 11-17).

From this perspective, recent moves by Turkey in strengthening 
ties with Asian and Middle Eastern states have less to do with ideol-
ogy and more to do with strategic and economic interests. A foreign 
policy that is simultaneously trying to promote stability among its 
Middle Eastern neighbors, diversify its energy resources, and ex-
pand its trade opportunities will necessarily involve some difficul-
ties. It is almost impossible to have zero problems with neighbors in 
Turkey's neighborhood.

Put simply, axis theory focuses on blocs and membership. These 
are usually placed in dichotomous choices: “secular” versus “Islam-
ic,” or “eastern” versus “western.” Autonomy theory words the choic-
es more in terms of “bloc politics” versus “independent” foreign 
policies. It also places more emphasis on the growing nationalism 
across the political spectrum, not just among AKP supporters. We 
acknowledge that these are not the only schools of thought on this 
issue, and that there are many subdivisions within these two groups, 
but they seem to be the dominant arguments in US discussions of 
Turkish foreign policy. 
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Evaluating the accuracy of these competing theories is difficult. 
Scholars on both sides have plenty of anecdotes to support their view. 
Moreover, many of Turkey's recent actions can be successfully inter-
preted by both theories. For example, growing skepticism towards 
the EU integration process is often cited by supporters of axis theory 
as evidence that Turkey is turning away from the West. Opponents 
of axis theory, however, point out that this can also be explained by 
greater levels of nationalism, and that Turkey may even withdraw 
from NATO or stop the elusive pursuit of EU membership without 
any reference to the tension between “secularism” and “Islam,” or 
between “eastern” and “western.”

The common ground between both theories is their agreement 
that political elites' attitudes should be reflected in broader public 
opinion. To determine which of the two frameworks is more accu-
rate, we will analyze Turkish public opinion as it was measured by 
the most recent Pew Global Attitudes Project (GAP) surveys. Over-
all, the results seem to support the hypotheses of autonomy theory. 

Is Turkey shifting its Axis?
As discussed above, proponents of both the axis and autonomy theo-
ries agree that public opinion is a very salient factor in Turkish poli-
tics, including foreign policy. However, the two sides disagree on the 
direction of causality; whether the AKP platform is representative of 
the broad views of the Turkish public or whether its rhetoric is lead-
ing to radicalization of public opinion.

Soner Çağaptay, banner bearer for the axis theory, asserts that the 
AKP is responsible for a “transformation of Turkish identity” that 
will have “potentially massive ramifications” (2009). The danger, ac-
cording to axis theorists, is that the AKP has brought Islam into the 
political discourse of Turkey. Formerly praised for its secularism, 
Turkey’s perceived shift away from the West must be at least partially 
due to the AKP’s Islamism. In a time when the US is fighting several 
wars against Islamic extremists and European nations are concerned 
with the restlessness of their own burgeoning Muslim populations, 
this mechanism is appealing. 
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The scholars in the autonomy camp argue that the direction of 
influence is exactly the reverse: AKP officials are reflecting the views 
of Turks who elected them. Has Turkish opinion of the US and EU 
declined in recent years? Yes. Is this because of the AKP? Not com-
pletely. Is it moving in favor of an alternative coalition with other 
Muslim actors, Russia or China? Not likely. There are many reasons 
for the shift in public opinion other than “radicalization” by the AKP 
or the desire for building an alternative bloc: disappointment at con-
tinued delays by the EU in accession talks, the US intervention in 
Iraq, its complication of Kurdish issues, and sympathy with Palestin-
ians suffering from the Israeli blockade, to name just a few. 

In either case, we should be able to detect the patterns of axis 
or autonomy theory in public opinion. If axis theory is correct, we 
should see opinion of Western states and institutions worsening over 
time, and a corresponding increase in support for Islamic and East-
ern groups. By contrast, if autonomy theory is correct, we should see 
a general pattern of growing mistrust on the part of a Turkish public 
that is increasingly nationalistic. 

What does the evidence tell us? Figure 1 shows the trend in opin-
ions (those saying that they have “favorable” or “very favorable” 
views) of the US, EU, Iran, Russia, China, Hamas, and Hezbollah. 
Supporters of axis theory often cite declining approval of the US and 
EU in the GAP survey as evidence of greater Islamism, but Western 
nations are far from alone in this trend. All of the actors of whom 
the approval question was asked have experienced a drop in their 
popularity. Indeed, in the latest poll, the EU was the highest rated 
of these actors, and the US was the only actor to see its favorability 
rating increase.
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Figure 1: Opinion of International Countries and Actors, 2002-
2009.

Axis theory’s suggestion that there should be a trade-off between 
support for “Western” actors and support for “Islamic” or “Eastern” 
actors also finds little support within individuals. For example, re-
spondents with more positive views of the EU also tend to have more 
positive views of Iran (r = .435). Table 1 shows that the same is true 
for all of the other international actors in this poll. Not only has the 
declining opinion for the US and the EU not resulted in a corre-
sponding increase in the approval for non-Western actors, but the 
respondents who view the US and EU more positively are also likely 
to view Iran, Russia, China, Hamas and Hezbollah more positively. 
This division into a scale of international approval/disapproval con-
tradicts the expectations of axis theory, but fits comfortably with au-
tonomy theory.3

3. Factor analysis also shows that there exists only weak evidence of two competing identities 
within these responses. A forthcoming working paper by these authors explores this using 
generalized latent variable models.
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Table 1: Correlation of Approval for International Actors, 2009

US EU Russia China Iran Hamas Hezbollah

US 1

EU 0.4 1

Russia 0.39 0.46 1

China 0.45 0.48 0.62 1

Iran 0.28 0.44 0.45 0.48 1

Hamas 0.27 0.37 0.37 0.34 0.49 1

Hezbollah 0.25 0.29 0.29 0.3 0.37 0.7 1

Both of these findings seem to contradict the contention of axis 
theorists that decreasing support for the US and EU signal a shift in 
alliances. Instead, public opinion is increasingly skeptical of all inter-
national actors, including Islamic groups.

Is the AKP anti-Western?
Of course, the above research only deals with the overall trends in 
Turkish public opinion. The concerns expressed by axis theorists 
deal specifically with the attitudes of the AKP, which they argue has 
an inherently anti-Western/Islamist agenda. Put succinctly, axis the-
orists believe that, “As the AKP goes, so will the Turkish population” 
(Çağaptay 2010). If the AKP has been promoting anti-Western senti-
ment, then we would expect for the supporters of the AKP to hold 
more hostile views of the West than supporters of the other major 
political parties. 

In Table 2, we analyze this hypothesis of axis theory, while con-
trolling for the respondent’s gender, age, religiosity, income, and level 
of education. We include the details of this analysis in the endnotes 
for the interested reader.4 Three political parties are included in the 
model: the Justice and Development Party (AKP), the Republican 

4. Gender is a dummy variable coded 1 if the respondent is male, age is the respondent’s 
reported age in years, religiosity is measured in a 7-point scale of how often the respondent 
prays, and income is measured as a 7-point ordinal scale. Analysis was done using ordinal 
logistic regression (for ordinal dependent variables) and logistic regression (for bivariate 
dependent variables). All models use Pew’s survey weights and robust standard errors.
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People's Party (CHP), and the Nationalist Action Party (MHP). 
These are the only parties currently represented in parliament and 
the only ones that look likely to surpass the 10 percent threshold for 
representation in the upcoming June 2011 elections. Supporters of 
these parties are compared against individuals who support none of 
the main parties. Statistical significance, which indicates our level 
of confidence that these relationships exist in the broader popula-
tion, are indicated by the number of stars beside the estimated effect. 
More stars indicate greater confidence that the relationship observed 
in this polling sample exist in the broader Turkish population.

The first column predicts opinion of the US (from “very unfa-
vorable” to “very favorable”). The results suggest that attitudes to-
wards the US are relatively uniform across the Turkish population. 
None of the political or economic factors play a large enough role to 
make them distinguishable from the rest of the population with any 
acceptable level of confidence. There is no evidence to support the 
claim that AKP supporters are any more anti-US than the general 
Turkish population. 

Another question from the GAP survey that is often cited by sup-
porters of axis theory asks whether the respondent thinks the US is 
or might become a military threat. In response to this question, 52 
percent of Turks responded that they were “very worried” or “some-
what worried” that the US could become a military threat someday. 
While this is disconcerting, looking at the second column of Table 1, 
we see that this viewpoint seems to be spread across the population.5 
There is no higher threat perception among AKP supporters, and, in 
fact, CHP supporters seem to be the most worried of the three major 
parties. 

The results for attitudes towards the EU are even more problem-
atic for axis theory. We find that supporters of the AKP do hold sig-
nificantly different attitudes, but that those attitudes are more posi-

5. It should also be noted that Turkish threat perception about the same as or lower than in 
the other countries where this question was asked (Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Indonesia, the 
Palestinian Territories, and Pakistan). For an explanation of why this question may reflect 
other issues than serious threat perception, see “Turkey’s Greatest Threat,” Today’s Zaman, 
January 16, 2011.
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tive towards the EU than non-AKP supporters, and support is much 
higher than among the supporters of the nationalist MHP. 

Table 2: The Effect of Partisan Orientation on Attitudes Towards the 
US and EU

Variable Opinion of US View US as Threat Opinion of EU
AKP 0.300 0.015 0.364*
CHP 0.183 0.193 0.115
MHP 0.171 -0.041 -0.503
Gender -0.257 -0.069 0.034
Age -0.008 0.002 0.004
Religiosity 0.036 -0.025 0.033
Income -0.017 0.078** -0.140***
Education 0.039 0.062 0.191***
Cut 1 0.75* -0.525 1.22***
Cut 2 1.49*** 0.183 1.83***
Cut3 3.65*** 1.96*** 4.04***
Observations 670 678 639
AIC 1239 1816 1297
BIC 1289 1865 1346
log-likelihood -609 -897 -637

Legend: * p<.1; ** p<.05; *** p<.01.

Tables of numbers are limited in the information they can convey, 
so we utilize computer simulation to further explore these results 
(King, Tomz and Wittenburg 2000, 341-355). Through simulation 
we can produce expectations of political attitudes for individuals 
with any combination of the above attributes, allowing us to illus-
trate the differences in attitudes of supporters in each political party 
for the “average” person in the GAP survey (in this case, a 36-year-
old female who has completed primary school, makes 701-900 YTL 
a month, and prays more than once a week). 

Figure 2 shows the results of these simulations. In terms of ap-
proval of the US, the three parties are nearly identical, and large ma-
jorities of all three parties tend to have a somewhat or very unfa-
vorable view of the US. In terms of threat perception of the US, the 
supporters of all three parties are again very close in their responses. 
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Surprisingly, given the contentions of axis theory, the CHP support-
ers are about 4 percent more likely to be worried or very worried that 
the US may someday pose a military threat to Turkey than AKP sup-
porters. CHP and AKP supporters are also very close in their view of 
the EU. There is no more than a 3 percent difference in any category 
between the two parties, and both have a substantially more favor-
able view of the EU than MHP supporters.

Figure 2: Opinion of the US and EU for Turkish Political Parties

All of these results make one thing clear—AKP supporters are 
no more likely to be anti-Western than the supporters of the other 
major political parties. This poses a serious problem for axis theory, 
since its main thesis rests on the role of the AKP in promoting anti-
Western attitudes.

Is the AKP Pro-Islamist?
Supporters of axis theory argue that the AKP is supportive, not just 
of Muslim groups generally, but some of the most radical elements in 
the Middle East. Specifically, they accuse the AKP of supporting Iran 
and its nuclear ambitions, lending aid to Hamas, and being positively 
oriented towards Hezbollah. As noted above, if this is correct, we 
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would expect to see some manifestation of this support in the at-
titudes of AKP supporters.

Table 3 looks at five questions related to Iran, Hamas and He-
zbollah. In each of these questions, we find that AKP supporters 
are indeed more sympathetic towards these Islamic groups than are 
non-partisans, but the differences between parties are surprisingly 
small. The asterisks beside the first row of numbers in the first, sec-
ond, fourth, and fifth columns indicate that we are relatively certain 
from the data that AKP supporters have a higher opinion of Iran, 
are more supportive of Iran’s nuclear program, and are more favor-
ably disposed towards Hamas and Hezbollah than non-partisans. 
AKP supporters, however, are not any more likely than the general 
population to downplay the threat that a nuclear Iran might pose 
towards Turkey. Rather, it is CHP supporters who differ significantly 
from the general population in viewing an Iranian nuclear program 
as more of a threat. Also interesting is that MHP supporters seem to 
share the AKP’s more positive disposition towards Hamas.

Table 3: Partisan Orientation on Attitudes Towards Iran, Hamas, 
and Hezbollah

Variable Opinion of 
Iran

Favor Nuclear 
Iran

Nuclear Iran 
Threat

Opinion of 
Hamas

Opinion of 
Hezbollah

AKP 0.556*** 0.661*** -0.004 0.644** 0.702**

CHP 0.168 0.275 0.651*** -0.077 -0.557

MHP 0.365 0.511 0.118 0.701* 0.341

Gender 0.509*** 0.726*** -0.573*** 0.254 -0.014

Age -0.000 -0.00572 0.005 0.007 0.006

Religiosity 0.144*** 0.0797 0.006 0.055 0.107

Income -0.131*** -0.023 0.026 -0.058 -0.039

Education 0.165*** 0.0411 0.072 0.136** 0.166***

Cut 1 1.75*** -2.22*** -.643* 2.75*** 3.35***

Cut 2 2.45*** --- -0.22 3.77*** 4.72***

Cut3 4.35*** --- 1.07*** 5.47*** 6.22***

Observations 617 686 700 580 596

AIC 1315 727 1796 813 639

BIC 1363 768 1846 861 688

log-likelihood -646 -354 -887 -396 -309

Legend: * p<.1; ** p<.05; *** p<.01.
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On its face, these results would seem to suggest that the propo-
nents of axis theory are at least half correct. The AKP may not be 
shifting its supporters away from the West, but it is shifting them 
more towards Islamic groups. This is, however, where statistics can 
be misleading. The above table only tells us whether we can be cer-
tain that there is a difference between AKP supporters and individu-
als who do not support any of the main three political parties; it does 
not tell us the substantive differences between the political parties 
on these issues. To understand this, we again utilize computer simu-
lation to look at the differences between “average” Turks, based on 
their political party affiliation.

Figure 3 shows the differences among supporters of the three 
main political parties. Most of the graphs show a surprising consen-
sus of opinions on actors and policies across the major political par-
ties. In terms of their opinion of Iran, AKP supporters have only a 
marginally more favorable opinion of Iran than supporters of the 
CHP, and their overall distribution is almost indistinguishable from 
supporters of the MHP. On the Iranian nuclear issues, a higher per-
centage of CHP supporters oppose Iranian nuclear ambitions and 
view a nuclear Iran as a serious threat to Turkey. The differences here 
are substantial. However, AKP supporters have a surprisingly similar 
profile on these issues to MHP supporters, and the large majority in 
both of these parties both oppose Iran gaining nuclear weapons and 
view Iran's acquisition of nuclear weapons as a significant threat to 
Turkish national interests.6 

The situation is similar in terms of opinions of Hamas and Hez-
bollah. The charts confirm what Table 3 suggested, that there are sig-
nificant differences between the AKP and CHP. A closer look, how-
ever, reveals that these differences are primarily between the “very 
unfavorable” and “somewhat unfavorable” categories. Overwhelm-
ing majorities of all parties view both Hamas and Hezbollah very 

6. Responses in the Turkey sample to these questions are not much different from the other 
countries where these questions were asked. Turks were more likely than any other surveyed 
country to oppose Iran acquiring a nuclear weapon, and only Nigeria had a higher threat 
perception of a nuclear Iran.
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unfavorably. The differences between parties are dwarfed by their 
similarities in disapproval of these actors.

Figure 3: Opinions of Muslim Actors for Turkish Political Parties

So, from the above analysis, we conclude that a higher proportion 
of AKP supporters have a more favorable opinion of Iran, Hamas, 
and Hezbollah. We also find that a higher proportion view Iran’s nu-
clear program as less of a threat than do CHP supporters.

Yet, looking at the substantive differences between parties, we 
cannot say that these results support the overall worldview of axis 
theory proponents. The differences of opinion between AKP sup-
porters and the supporters of other parties, especially the MHP, tend 
to be marginal. Moreover, the differences in opinion are much less 
than the similarities. An overwhelming proportion of supporters for 
all parties, at least in the 2009 GAP survey, have a highly unfavorable 
opinion of Iran, Hamas and Hezbollah, and large majorities of all of 
the parties both oppose Iran gaining nuclear weapons and see such 
an acquisition as a threat to Turkey. 

Conclusions
Two main conclusions can be drawn from this analysis. The first is 
that, while opinion ratings of the US and EU have dropped substan-
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tially in the last decade, this does not mean that Turks are becoming 
interested in forming a coalition with Iran, Russia, China, or with 
groups like Hamas or Hezbollah. By far the largest trend in Turk-
ish public opinion since 2002 is increasingly unfavorable views of 
all international actors. This suggests that axis theory is wrong to 
say that greater skepticism of the EU or stronger criticism of the US 
necessarily means that Turkey is attempting to become a leader of an 
anti-Western Islamic or Eastern bloc.

Second, there is little evidence to suggest that the AKP is respon-
sible for either a decline in support for Western actors or an increase 
in support of Islamic actors. While we were able to find some differ-
ences, these differences in opinion between the AKP and the other 
major political parties were minor when compared to the similarities 
in opinion. Supporters of all three major political parties are skepti-
cal of the US, EU, and Iran. They also generally have very unfavor-
able views of Hamas and Hezbollah, and oppose a nuclear-armed 
Iran. Axis theory misses the proverbial forest for the trees, highlight-
ing certain aspects of public opinion while missing the larger trends 
across demographic categories and party allegiance.

None of this suggests that US policy-makers should not be wor-
ried about the growing distrust of the US and EU in Turkish public 
opinion. A more confident and independent Turkey presents both 
opportunities and perils for Western policy-makers. A more influ-
ential Turkey can be a valuable ally in dealing with Iran (as when it 
negotiated the release of British sailors from Iranian custody) and 
Middle East peace (as when it helped mediate between Syria and Is-
rael in 2007 and 2008). A more nationalistic Turkey could also, how-
ever, decide that its relationship with NATO and its elusive search 
for EU membership are no longer serving its interests. As Taşpınar 
notes, increasing nationalism in Turkey can translate into a more 
active role in international affairs, greater isolationism and general 
mistrust of international actors, and/or a search for “full indepen-
dence and sovereignty, strategic leverage and, most importantly 
Turkish glory and grandeur.” Unfortunately, current data is not suf-
ficient to distinguish between these preferences.7

7. See Taşpınar 2011a; 2011b. We hope to explore this further in future research.
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It seems clear, however, that adopting the recommendations of 
axis theory supporters, who recommend punishing Turkey's pol-
icy-makers and the AKP, or expressing paranoia about growing 
“Islamism” in Turkey is unlikely to improve this situation and risks 
making relations much worse. Moreover, the hyper-intensive focus 
on the security aspects of relations with Turkey, as they relate to the 
“War on Terror” or Iranian policy, ignores the many opportunities 
for deepening economic and social ties with this rapidly emerging 
country. Those ties will be more important than short-term policy 
agreements in producing a strong and durable long-term relation-
ship between the US and Turkey.
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