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In recent years Turkey's tendency to strengthen its position in the Middle East at the 
expense of  relations with the West, particularly with the European Union, has become 
more and more evident. This was clearly visible during the recent congress of  the ruling 
party which took place in late September and October 2012 in Ankara. Observers even 
believe that Turkey is no longer interested in the EU membership, especially when the 
country is able to boast a high GDP growth at a time of  a global economic crisis. Turkey's 
ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP), led by Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoðan, 
is increasingly confident. However, in relations with the West and Israel this confidence 
frequently borders on arrogance.

In the current issue of  the “Pulaski Policy Papers” Research Fellow at the Casimir Pulaski 
Foundation Ms. Joanna Bocheñska analyses the recent developments in the Turkish foreign 
policy. “Turkish involvement in the region should be considered not only from the 
perspective of  economic prosperity, discouraging EU requirements for membership and 
the growing confidence in domestic politics and international relations. One may be 
tempted to say that these phenomena are the result of  the transformation process 
reshaping Turkish national identity. In the simplest terms, this process can be defined as 
a desire to escape from the influence of  western ideology; their passive acceptance is now 
set against active discourse. This approach has resulted in new, often hybrid worldviews. By 
criticizing their own reality they challenge many western values, and try to find a new model 
in the global world.”

We encourage you to read the new issue of  the “Pulaski Policy Papers”!
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Joanna Bocheñska

In recent years Turkey's tendency to strengthen its position in the Middle East at the 
expense of  relations with the West, particularly with the European Union, has become 
more and more evident. This was clearly visible during the recent congress of  the ruling 
party which took place in late September and October 2012 in Ankara. Observers even 
believe that Turkey is no longer interested in the EU membership, especially when the 
country is able to boast a high GDP growth at a time of  a global economic crisis. Turkey's 
ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP), led by Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoðan, 
is increasingly confident. However, in relations with the West and Israel this confidence 
frequently borders on arrogance.

An attempt to build a new identity

Turkish involvement in the region should be considered not only from the perspective of  
economic prosperity, discouraging EU requirements for membership and the growing 
confidence in domestic politics and international relations. One may be tempted to say that 
these phenomena are the result of  the transformation process reshaping Turkish national 
identity. In the simplest terms, this process can be defined as a desire to escape from the 
influence of  western ideology; their passive acceptance is now set against active discourse. 
This approach has resulted in new, often hybrid worldviews. By criticizing their own reality 
they challenge many western values, and try to find a new model in the global world. This 
process is part of  a series of  phenomena connected today with post-colonialism – a range 
of  ways to get used to the reality after the experience of  western domination. Although 
Turkey never became a colony, colonialism, in the form of  western ideas imposed, often 
thoughtlessly, by the Turkish ruling elite after 1923, has undoubtedly left its mark on 
society. Hence, a postcolonial search for subjectivity, based on the reinterpretation of  some 
western values (which had hitherto been considered the absolute existence of  an 
independent state), has become an interesting experiment for many Turkish neighbors. 
These countries themselves often face similar problems. Turkish economic and political 
expansion refers precisely to this "post-colonial solidarity" of  those erstwhile colonial 
subjects, and thus is able to lead a dialogue with such diverse countries as Iran, the Arab 
countries and post-Soviet Central Asian states. Still possessing strong legitimacy in the West 
– as a member of  NATO, an ally of  the U.S., as an official candidate to the EU, and 
a country with a rich experience of  exile – Turkey is becoming for many countries in the 
Middle East an example of  how a country might experiment with its own identity. When 
looking at the paradox of  terrorism, it is worth noting that many of  the ruling elite, 
including the Turkish President Abdullah Gül, received their education in the West, a fact 
frequently raised in Europe. Still, they remained true to their own traditions, and especially 
kept their attachment to their religion, which is once more beginning to play an important 
role in the formation of  a new identity for Turkish citizens.

Ummah versus nationalism

In one of  the texts in the liberal newspaper "Zaman Today" the bestselling Turkish 
sociologist Ali Bulaç points to the superiority of  the former term for nation (Ar. millah), 
understood as a community of  believers, over the concept of  nation (also often translated 
as millah, in Turkish – millet) borrowed from the western ideas that have dominated the 
Middle East worldview throughout the twentieth century. Both words can be translated as 
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"nation", he explains, pointing unambiguously to a political and state-creating identity 
which is connected with this concept, but also to the paradox of  destruction of  the 
"nation" by the "people". It's not about the destruction of  one nation by another, but the 
annihilation of  the concept of  one community (Muslim ummah) by the other (Turkish, 
Arabic, and Persian). According to him, European nationalism has destroyed the true 
meaning of  "community of  people" in favour of  the glory of  the state, the army and the 
bureaucrats, which now occupy first place. Regardless of  the criticism that could be made 
here against Bulaç's opinions on nationalism, it is worth noting that this community of  
faith, understood as a political identity, also has a number of  inherent flaws. The status of  
non-Muslim or even non-believing citizens would certainly be one major cause for 
concern. In addition, the vision of  the ummah as a political identity is treated today with 
reserve by many progressive Muslims. In this attempt to transform the ummah into 
a modern political identity, Pakistani thinker Ziauddin Sardar sees the sources of  
contemporary terrorism, the utopian goal of  which is to build a "Muslim paradise on earth" 
in the form of  God's country. Despite these doubts, Turkish attempts to reactivate the 
importance of  the ummah – the community of  the faithful which builds solidarity in 
recognizing a common tradition and religion, (and to some extent also history – when 
looking at the numerous references to the Ottoman Empire), and based on a postcolonial 
confrontation with the West, is visible both in Turkish domestic and foreign politics. Some 
combine the ideology with the character and movement of  Fethullah Gülen – 
a controversial philosopher and activist. Some consider him to be a visionary, others 
a dangerous demagogue, holding in his hand the entire ruling elite in Turkey. In the case of  
Turkey's internal politics the aim of  the new ideology is to silence not just Turkish, but 
above all Kurdish nationalism.
The BDP party, linked to the PKK, accuses the Turkish elite of  "tricking Kurds into Islam" 
and continuing covert forms of  assimilation. The fight takes place especially in the 
education system. One example would be the Turkish dershane, schools of  continued 
education or tutoring programs. It is no secret for anybody in Turkey that the educational 
system is designed so that the school will only provide half  a child's education, with the 
deficiencies having to be supplemented by paid courses. In this way, one pays for education 
twice, and many teachers can find additional employment. Many such dershane, such as the 
recently advertised in Turkey Anafen, are run by supporters of  Gülen, and their secondary 
goal is to promote his ideas. Kurds accuse Anafen of  carrying a concealed assimilation 
policy and illegal use of  state funds for education of  the less affluent. Thus, in their view, 
Kurdish youths are unwittingly brought under the influence of  this particular ideology.
Ideas promoting the superiority of  the ummah to ethnic divisions are spread by various 
intellectuals visiting eastern Turkey, such as Yasin Aktay who argues that "in the era of  
globalization, ethnic identity has ceased to play any role. That is why we should get behind 
Islam." However, Ahmet Altan, Turkish journalist from the opposition newspaper "Taraf", 
points out that since Islam preaches equality of  all before God, why are the Turks to be 
favored? Such a critical approach to the concept of  ummah and its unwritten alliance with 
Turkish nationalism, while respecting religious values, can provide a viable solution to the 
internal problems besetting Turkey. It must be remembered that the ummah is today 
a divided body, and the Turkish ruling party strongly promotes Sunni Islam of  the Hanafi 
school.
In the case of  foreign policy, the promotion of  the importance of  the ummah and the 
splendor of  the Ottoman tradition also play a major role. This has been supplemented with 
new elements, the so-called "soft power". One of  these elements is the support of  the 
Turkish model of  education in many countries, for example in Iraqi Kurdistan. The 
emerging Turkish schools and dershane play an important role here. For the Kurdish youth 
from Iraq such schools are a breath of  modernity in a non-western setting. They are also 
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a chance for a better education than the local one. The educational aspect is also crucial in 
promoting Turkish culture and economy in the Arab world, Central Asia, and even, to some 
extent, in Iran – so culturally different and independent. In addition to the trend of  
moderation and pragmatism the Turkish project promotes another important element: the 
cult of  work.

Is work a kind of  a new prayer?

Leela Gandhi, granddaughter of  Mahatma Gandhi, points to the obsession of  "creative 
energy", which originated along with post-colonialism. The concept questions not only 
foreign domination, but also passive submission to the inexorable decree of  fate and the 
role of  time. Gandhi argues that the impatient desire for self-fulfillment is a determinant of  
post-colonial consciousness and subjectivity. It does not agree with reality, but looks for 
new solutions, engaging faith and productive forces. When looking at the sources of  the 
AKP's success, indeed, the party representatives cannot be denied with diligence and 
involvement in social issues. Many Kurdish intellectuals, despite criticism from Gülen 
circles, emphasize their hard work and promotion of  the ethos of  work as a source of  
success in life. For an average citizen of  the Middle East, usually living in slow motion, such 
an approach to life is a novelty. So far, dedication to work has been criticized by emigrants as 
a "disease of  the West." The introduction of  the notion of  work into the Muslim ethos, by 
circles that can be considered conservative, constitutes a new element in the Middle East 
and should be regarded as an important breakthrough in traditional values for the region. It 
goes without saying that such a model of  citizenship is becoming increasingly popular in 
the Middle East, especially in countries that wish to fight against economic and cultural 
backwardness without losing their identity.
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Recommendations

1. In order to improve relations with Turkey, the EU needs to deepen its knowledge of  this 
country, including knowledge of  the language and culture. However, the Turkish nation 
also needs to acquire greater knowledge of  the countries of  the European Union. For this 
purpose it is essential to support educational and cultural projects, youth exchanges and the 
implementation of  joint research projects, both at an EU and bilateral level.

2. The support for the democratization process should apply to all Turkish citizens, even 
those unfavourable to Turkey's relations with the West. Despite the apparent coolness 
showed to the EU projects, these circles are also beneficiaries of  the democratization 
process.

3. Different interpretations of  history also play an important role. One needs to realize that 
Turkish history is full of  distortions, but also Turkey's links with the West are not yet known 
and appreciated in Europe. Surely they cannot be reduced to a period of  western 
dominance of  the nineteenth and twentieth-century. What's more, it was European 
ideological colonialism that often served as the catalyst for a domino effect: itself  subject to 
domination, Turkey built its own dominance in relations with others (e.g., the Kurds). 
Difficult historical events should be clarified, and the experiences of  Central and Eastern 
Europe, including the Polish one, ought to become in this respect particularly useful.

4. The arrogance that accompanies the process of  the Turkish emancipation, especially in 
the form of  statements of  Turkish politicians, should not be indulged. Turkish politicians 
should realize that the experience of  cooperation with Europe is not based on gaining the 
upper hand, but on the construction of  normality and partnership. On the other hand, it is 
also incumbent on EU citizens and politicians to themselves mature into a partnership with 
Turkey.

5. Opting for Turkish membership in the EU, Poland presents itself  as a country open and 
free of  anti-Islamic bias. Not only is this important for building a positive image of  the 
state, more importantly, it enables the development of  direct contacts, which are crucial in 
the process of  getting to know each other. This allows stereotypes to be broken down and 
trust to be built, which constitutes the basis for valuable and lasting relations.
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The Casimir Pulaski Foundation 

Pulaski Policy Papers 

is an independent think tank which specializes in foreign policy, with a mission to promote 
freedom, equality and democracy, as well as to support actions of  strengthening civil 
society. The foundation carries out activities both in Poland and abroad, among others in 
Central and Eastern Europe and in North America. 

The Casimir Pulaski Foundation was founded due to political changes that took place in 
Poland after 1989. The principal values of  Casimir Pulaski (freedom, justice and 
democracy) are an inspiration for every initiative undertaken by the Foundation. A few of  
the Foundations activities include: conducting scientific research, preparing publications 
and analyses, organizing seminaries and conferences, providing education and support for 
leaders (www.instytutprzywodztwa.pl).

The Foundation is the main organizer of  the Warsaw Regional NGOs Congress 
(www.warsawcongress.pl), the co-organizer of  the Academy of  Young Diplomats 
(www.diplomats.pl) and publisher of  the Communication Platform for 
Non-Governmental Organizations (www.non-gov.org). 

The Foundation also awards the Casimir Pulaski Prize “The Knight of  Freedom” to 
outstanding people who have made a significant contribution in promoting democracy. So 
far the prizewinners were: Professor W³adys³aw Bartoszewski, former Minister of  
Foreign Affairs of  Poland, historian Professor Norman Davies, Alaksandar 
Milinkiewicz, leader of  democratic opposition in Belarus, Lech Wa³êsa and Aleksander 
Kwaœniewski, former Presidents of  Poland as well as Javier Solana, former High 
Representative for Common Foreign and Security Policy, Valdas Adamkus, former 
President of  Lithuania, Bernard Kouchner, former Minister of  Foreign Affairs of  
France, and Richard Lugar, the United States Senator.

The Casimir Pulaski Foundation is one of  only two Polish institutions that have 
a partnership status with the Council of  Europe. More about Foundation at: 

are the analyses of  foreign policy, international economy and domestic politics issues, 
essential for Poland. The papers are published both in Polish and English. Researchers 
willing to publish their articles in the Pulaski Policy Papers are asked to contact the editorial 
office (office@pulaski.pl). If  you would like to receive new issues of  PPP please add your 
e-mail at www.pulaski.pl.

www.pulaski.pl. 
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