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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 ■ The research in “Approaches to and Perceptions of 
Foreign Policy in Turkey” aims to analyze the overall 
perceptions and attitudes among voters of both the 
ruling bloc and opposition parties regarding Turkey’s 
foreign policy. The research utilized the focus group 
method, with a total of 49 people included in six fo-
cus group discussions and 6-10 participants in each 
session. When creating the focus groups, the voters 
of the Cumhur İttifakı (People’s Alliance), which is 
the ruling bloc, and the voters of the opposition par-
ties that have groups in the Turkish parliament were 
separated into different focus groups.

 ■ The research focuses on the perceived problematic 
developments in Turkish foreign policy, the causes of 
and suggested solutions to these problems, existing 
or potential threats in foreign policy, perceptions of 
“friends” and “enemies” in Turkish foreign relations, 
opinions about the militarization of Turkish foreign 
policy, and views about the European Union.

OVERALL PERCEPTION OF FOREIGN 
POLICY

 ■ In all of the focus groups, the economy, high cost of 
living, education and migration emerged as the most 
important problems of Turkey. Foreign policy was 
not considered one of the major problems in Turkey 
either by the participants who support the ruling bloc 
or those who support the opposition parties. Never-
theless, the question of migration and migrants/asy-
lum-seekers, which is directly related to foreign poli-
cy, was listed as one of the crucial issues in Turkey by 
both groups as they believe it may affect the country’s 
social, economic and future demographic structure.

 ■ Half of the participants who support the ruling bloc 
believe Turkish foreign policy is successful. This 
perceived success is essentially based on Turkey’s au-
tonomous stance in international relations, the dis-
course used by politicians, Turkey’s extended impact 
area and the increasing capacity in arms production 
and warfare technology.

 ■ The question of migrants/asylum-seekers, Turkey’s 
problems with its neighbors and financial assistance 
to other countries were the three main foreign policy 
issues criticized by the voters of the ruling bloc. It is 
striking that assistance to other countries was raised 
as a critical issue by the young voters of the ruling 
bloc in particular. Furthermore, participants’ com-
ments suggest there is a strong consensus on the idea 
that the question of migrants/asylum-seekers has be-
come a problem in domestic politics, especially due 
to unemployment, the high cost of living and nep-
otism.

 ■ In general, the opposition groups believe that the 
ruling bloc’s foreign policy is unsuccessful. The 
problems the groups highlighted in particular in-
clude the failure to manage international relations 
as they should be, lack of transparency and integri-
ty, the question of migrants/asylum-seekers and the 
personalization of foreign policy. Nevertheless, op-
position voters drew a correlation between failures 
in foreign policy and the domestic problems and re-
sulting structural issues in Turkey. According to this 
perspective, although the current economic crisis has 
made Turkey more vulnerable in the international 
arena, the foreign policy adopted by the government 
ignores this fact.
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 ■ As is the case among the voters of the ruling bloc, the 
voters of the opposition parties, particularly support-
ers of the İYİ Parti (Good Party), see the question of 
migrants/asylum-seekers as a problem resulting from 
foreign policy and refer to problems they encounter 
in this area during their everyday lives. Some respon-
dents who are HDP (Peoples’ Democratic Party) 
voters had a different approach to this issue than the 
voters of the other opposition parties.

 ■ Another striking idea among opposition voters 
about foreign policy is that issues of injustice, nep-
otism, incompetence, deinstitutionalization, which 
are perceived as the origin of problems in domestic 
politics, are also the sources of Turkey’s foreign pol-
icy woes. 

SOLUTION OF PROBLEMS IN FOREIGN 
POLICY

 ■ Respondents who support the ruling bloc em-
phasized that the country must be economically 
strengthened, particularly in terms of production. 
There was a wide consensus that countries which 
have solved problems related to domestic politics 
are much stronger in foreign policy, and that such 
strength can only be achieved by countries which 
have the necessary financial and technological infra-
structure.

 ■ The majority of the respondents who are voters of 
the ruling bloc were against sending troops to con-
flict zones outside Turkey and stressed that Turkey 
must act in a balanced way in foreign policy, using 
diplomacy effectively.

 ■ Opposition parties, emphasized that foreign policy 
problems can only be addressed if the current gov-
ernment recognizes its responsibility and appoints 
competent individuals in government positions. Fur-
thermore, they stated that the problems in domestics 
politics in the areas of economic growth, education, 
science and technology must also be solved and they 
underlined the importance of reconciliation in inter-
national relations.

PERCEPTIONS OF “FRIEND,” “ENEMY” AND 
“THREAT”

 ■ When voters of the ruling bloc were asked to list Tur-
key’s friends in the international arena, the most pop-
ular answer given was Azerbaijan, followed by Paki-
stan and Qatar. When asked why these countries were 
seen as friends of Turkey, the answers were essentially 
based on historical and economic justifications. How-
ever, some respondents also questioned the friendship 
of Azerbaijan and suggested that Turkey does not 
have any friends in the international arena. It was 
respondents who are MHP (Nationalist Movement 
Party) voters that supported this view in particular.

 ■ When asked which countries were Turkey’s enemies, 
the voters of the ruling bloc listed several countries, 
with Armenia and Greece standing out. Some of the 
ruling bloc voters suggested that it was normal to 
have a high number of countries in the list of coun-
tries considered “enemies,” while some others were 
not pleased to have so many countries that are seen 
as “enemies of Turkey.” It was striking that the voters 
of the ruling bloc who stated that Turkey should have 
better relations with some of its neighbors and other 
countries were predominantly women.

 ■ The respondents who vote for the opposition par-
ties were relatively more cautious when asked which 
countries are Turkey’s friends in the international 
arena, and they broadly emphasized that internation-
al relations were generally based on interests rather 
than relations of friendship or enmity. Some of the 
opposition respondents made a distinction between 
Turkey’s friends and the ruling bloc’s friends. Further-
more, Azerbaijan was the country most frequently 
mentioned in the opposition voters’ focus groups; 
however, these groups also had a more cautious stance 
towards Azerbaijan’s government.

 ■ Arab countries, Armenia and Greece were the most 
cited countries in the answers given by opposition 
voters in response to the question about the enemies 
of Turkey. Nevertheless, some respondents made a 
sharp distinction between states and the people of 
these countries, emphasizing that they do not consid-
er the people “enemies.”
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 ■ Both among the voters of the ruling bloc and the 
voters of opposition parties, there were many criti-
cal comments about Middle Eastern countries and 
Arabs in general, although they were not always pre-
cisely categorized as “enemies.”

 ■ When asked about the threats facing Turkey in for-
eign policy, the most dominant theme in the answers 
of the voters of the ruling bloc was “a terrorist state” 
that may be established across Turkey’s borders, 
while the voters of the opposition parties mainly 
emphasized potential threats from religious groups, 
religious orders and migrants/asylum-seekers. Many 
respondents, including voters of the ruling bloc and 
the opposition parties, suggested that there were 
several domestic problems, including underdevelop-
ment in education, science and technology as well 
as shortages in production, which were much more 
significant for the future than the threats in foreign 
policy.  

TURKEY’S MILITARY PRESENCE ABROAD

 ■ In general, voters of the ruling bloc believe Turkey’s 
military presence abroad is important in order to 
showcase its military power. Nevertheless, the ma-
jority of the respondents were rather critical about 
long-term foreign missions of Turkish troops, regard-
less of the location of the missions. This criticism is 
based on the idea that each country and their citizens 
should be responsible of protecting their own terri-
tories and that Turkey already has enough domestic 
problems to have a military presence abroad for ex-
tended periods of time. In fact, although there was 
some support among the respondents for Turkey’s 
continued military presence abroad, those who sup-
ported this idea were clearly in minority. Again, crit-
icisms related to foreign missions of Turkish troops 
predominantly came from women.

 ■ There was also a critical perspective among the re-
spondents who are opposition voters. Although 
differences were observed among the approaches of 

voters of different parties, there was a general con-
viction that a military presence abroad is associated 
with the interests of the ruling bloc. While some of 
the respondents were in favor of the idea of military 
interventions, there were also respondents who sug-
gested that the policies accompanying these inter-
ventions are essentially wrong. 

ACCESSION THE EUROPEAN UNION 

 ■ Although there were skeptical opinions about the Eu-
ropean Union (EU) among the respondents who vote 
for the ruling bloc, including references to a “Chris-
tians’ Union” or “Crusaders’ Union,” the majority of 
the respondents had positive views about Turkey’s 
membership. These positive views were particu-
larly influenced by factors such as living standards, 
economic development and visa-free travel among 
member states. Those who do not support Turkey’s 
EU membership emphasized that Turkey has to be 
independent.

 ■ There were both positive and negative ideas about 
Turkey’s EU membership among the respondents 
who are opposition voters. Nevertheless, it is striking 
that there were many skeptical views about the like-
lihood of Turkey’s EU membership and about the 
perspective of the EU towards Turkey’s membership. 
In this framework, respondents primarily underlined 
the importance of achieving EU standards rather than 
becoming a full member.

INCORRECT INFORMATION ON FOREIGN 
POLICY

 ■ One of the most striking issues in the focus group 
discussions was the misinformation shared by the re-
spondents when answering questions. These pieces 
of misinformation were mainly related to migrants/
asylum-seekers and they primarily came up during the 
discussions with voters of the ruling bloc.  



AP
PR

O
AC

H
ES

 T
O

 A
N

D
 P

ER
C

EP
TI

O
N

S 
O

F 
FO

RE
IG

N
 P

O
LI

C
Y 

IN
 T

U
RK

EY

8

INTRODUCTION

The research in Approaches to and Perceptions of Foreign Policy in Turkey” aims to ana-
lyze the overall approach of different voter groups towards foreign policy, and their opin-
ions about the weaknesses and strengths of Turkish foreign policy. This report, which is a 
follow-up of the policy paper1 “Main Conflicts in Turkey’s Foreign Policy” published by 
Istanbul Political Research Institute (IstanPol) in June, focuses on the perceived problems in 
Turkey’s foreign policy, the causes of and suggested solutions to these problems, existing or 
potential threats in foreign policy, the perception of “friends” and “enemies” in Turkey’s in-
ternational relations, opinions about the militarization of Turkish foreign policy, and views 
about the European Union as identified during focus group discussions.  

Due to the increased mutual influence of domestic and 
foreign politics and the association of foreign policy 
matters with domestic political processes2, there is now 
more need than ever for in-depth analyses into how 
Turkish society approaches the country’s current for-
eign policy. In this context, this report uses the focus 
group method, with six focus group discussions held 
with 49 respondents. In the next section, the method-
ology and respondents’ profiles will be described. Sub-
sequently the research findings will be discussed.

METHODOLOGY AND RESPONDENTS’ 
PROFILE

This research used the focus group method in order to 
develop an in-depth understanding of the public opin-
ion towards foreign policy. Focus group discussions 
were held by ADHOC Araştırma in Istanbul on 9-27 
October 2021 using the flow of questions developed 
by IstanPol.

A total of 49 people were included in six groups, which 

consisted of 6 to 10 people each. Although there are 
multiple social fault lines that influence perceptions 
of and opinions on foreign policy in Turkey, the focus 
groups were divided between voters of the ruling bloc 
(the People’s Alliance of Justice and Development Par-
ty – AKP and Nationalist Movement Party – MHP) 
and the voters of the opposition parties, since per-
spectives on the ruling bloc is one of the main axes of 
polarization that define people’s political stance. The 
respondents were grouped according to the parties 
they voted for in the parliamentary elections of 24 June 
2018. The groups consisting of opposition voters were 
exclusively comprised of voters of the parties that have 
parliamentary groups. A total of six groups were cre-
ated, including three groups of ruling alliance voters 
and three groups of opposition voters, by taking vari-
ous factors such as age and gender into consideration 
(see Table 1). The researchers made their best efforts 
to set a balance in terms of age, gender and support for 
political parties; however, since the groups were not 
created to offer a sample of a specific universe, the data 
collected during the research process cannot be gener-
alized across social groups created by the profiles that 
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were included in the focus group discussions with the 
preferred methodology. In fact, this research aims to 
offer an in-depth analysis of the opinions and views of 
diverse sections of society rather than revealing public 
opinion in general. 

The respondents included 27 women and 22 men. 16 
respondents were below the age of 35 while 33 were 
above 35. The respondents have a variety of profes-
sions. 26 were married, 20 were single, and 3 were di-
vorced/widowed.

The focus group discussions were held with one mod-
erator in each group and the average duration of discus-

sions was about 90-120 minutes. The discussions were 
recorded with an audio recorder with the consent of 
the respondents. The audio records were anonymized 
by ADHOC staff and transcripts were prepared. One 
focus group discussion with four respondents who are 
voters of the ruling bloc and who are under 35 years 
old was not included in the analysis as the number of 
participants was not sufficient. The answers given by 
different focus groups to the same questions were ana-
lyzed in Nvivo and meaningful patterns were identified 
according to voter groups or their demographic char-
acteristics. These patterns will be discussed with exam-
ples in the following pages of the report.

TABLE 1: DISTRIBUTION OF THE PARTICIPANTS IN FOCUS GROUPS

Group Gender Age Number of 
Respondents

Ru
lin

g A
llia

nc
e Voters of AKP (5) – MHP (3) Female (5) & Male (3) Below 35 8

Voters of AKP (6) – MHP (4) Female (7) & Male (3) Above 35 10

Voters of AKP (4) – MHP (3) Female (4) & Male (3) Above 35 7

O
pp

os
iti

on

Voters of CHP (4) – HDP (2) – İYİ Parti (2) Female (2) & Male (6) Below 35 8

Voters of CHP (6) – HDP (4) Female (5) & Male (5) Above 35 10

Voters of CHP (3) – İYİ Parti (3) Female (4) & Male (2) Above 35 6

TOTAL 49
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MAIN FINDINGS

THE MOST IMPORTANT PROBLEMS OF 
TURKEY

When the participants of focus group discussions were 
asked to list “the most important problems of Turkey,” 
most of the participants cited the economy, high cost 
of living, education and migration. Other issues noted 
by the participants included bad governance and injus-
tice. In this regard, it would not be wrong to suggest 
that there is a tacit consensus between the voters of the 
ruling alliance and the opposition about Turkey’s most 
important problems.

Foreign policy was not mentioned among Turkey’s 
most important problems in any of the focus groups. 
Nevertheless, the question of migration and migrants/
asylum-seekers3, which may be directly related to for-
eign policy, is considered as one of Turkey’s crucial 
issues by the supporters of the ruling bloc and the op-
position parties as they believe these issues may have 
an impact on the current social and economic structure 
as well as the country’s demographic structure in the 
future. 

“They offer more help to Afghan and Syrian mi-
grants. And our people suffer more. And this happens 
everywhere. When you go to a hospital, the Syrians 
have priority over others.”  (Female, 44, AKP)

“  If the flow of refugees is not stopped, we will end up 
as second-class citizens. Because they are assimilated. 
They get married, do this and that. My biggest fear 
is that they mix in with my people in my country and 
consume my country; but I don’t mean mixing in a 
humanitarian context.” (Female, 53, CHP)

GENERAL PERCEPTIONS OF FOREIGN 
POLICY

In this section, respondents were asked about the suc-
cessful and unsuccessful initiatives in foreign policy, in 
addition to their general opinion about Turkey’s for-
eign policy.

Half of the respondents of the ruling bloc voters find 
Turkey’s foreign policy successful in general, while the 
other half underlined several fundamental issues. The 
perceived success was essentially based on Turkey’s 
autonomous position, its discourse, impact area in in-
ternational relations and its improved capacity in arms 
manufacturing and warfare technology.

“I remember that in the past Turkey had a complete-
ly introverted policy (…) but now it has a global for-
eign policy. The Minister of Foreign Affairs, Mevlüt 
Çavuşoğlu, said ‘Now we are strong in the field and 

Foreign policy was not 
mentioned among Turkey’s 
most important problems in 

any of the focus groups. 
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at the table.’ I think that’s true. Indeed, Turkey is 
remarkably strong in foreign policy. You can do this 
if you have the military power. Otherwise, you can-
not say anything. Therefore, this is what we mean 
by change. We are what they call a ‘global actor.’” 
(Male, 45, MHP)

“Tayyip Erdoğan acts like the person he is; he does 
not bow down to anyone in foreign policy; and no-
body can say anything to him. I think that’s nice…” 
(Female, 32, AKP)

“To be honest, I like his stance. I believe we have to 
help the countries in need. Since Tayyip Erdoğan 
came to power, Turkey has been standing stronger, so 
I like his stance.” (Female, 34, MHP)

“I believe Tayyip Erdoğan is globally seen as a very 
strong leader who cannot be influenced by anyone. 
Because he is that kind of a leader.” (Female, 53, 
AKP)

Nevertheless, the major foreign policy issues criticized 
by voters of the ruling bloc were Turkey’s problems 
with its neighbors and assistance offered to other coun-
tries. It is striking that the latter was frequently raised 
as a criticism, particularly by the young voters of the 
ruling alliance.

“We offer assistance to other countries, Muslim coun-
tries, which I believe is good. To countries in need. Of 
course, there could be some assistance inside Turkey. 
To our own country, to our own citizens…” (Female, 
34, AKP)

“Offering assistance to other countries is nice, yes. 
But we must help our own people, too. I think we 
are being excessively helpful to foreigners. I wish the 
assistance would be distributed evenly. Otherwise, it 
sticks out like a sore thumb.” (Male, 27, MHP)

“They say we help foreign countries but I think we 
should first feed our own nation. I wish they helped 
us, too, because we never get anything but we always 
give. Yes, they offer help to people, but I never get any 
money.” (Female, 34, AKP)

“What is strange to me is that they say they are going 
to build houses for the people who lost their homes be-
cause of wildfires only if they pay a certain amount of 
money, and at the same time they also offer financial 
aid to other countries.” (Female, 37, AKP)

On the other hand, voters of the ruling bloc claim that 
the question of migrants/asylum-seekers is the most 
important problem in Turkey’s foreign policy. In this 
context, respondents were referring to the EU – Tur-
key Statement in 2016 and border security. Besides, 
responses show that there is a strong consensus on 
the idea that migrants/asylum-seekers have become a 
problem in domestic politics especially due to unem-
ployment, the high cost of living and nepotism. 

“They humiliate us. They say, ‘We will give you 
money and you will take the migrants.’ They say, ‘We 
don’t want them, so you take them.’ This means they 
isolate us. They say ‘We can give you money because 
you need it.’ This is how I see it.” (Female, 36, AKP)

“But things are not going well because our people 
will not be silent about it. If things continue like this, 
there will be a civil war. If this government does not 
send them away, our people will do something. There 
was the pogrom of 6-7 September [1955] in the past, 

“They say we help foreign 
countries but I think we 
should first feed our own 

nation. I wish they helped 
us, too, because we never get 
anything but we always give. 
Yes, they offer help to people, 
but I never get any money.” 

(Female, 34, AKP)
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so I don’t think things are not going well. The gov-
ernment should not make so many concessions. I 
think they should sort it out.”  (Female, 44, AKP)

“We need to take our borders under control. Our 
borders are very unsafe. Even government officials 
said three million irregular, illegal migrants came 
via uncontrolled means. The borders should be tak-
en under control. I think this is the main problem.” 
(Male, 40, MHP)

“We have been hosting Syrians for many years, and 
now we have Afghans and others. I don’t want Af-
ghans to come here. 
The rents and prices are 
going up. The economic 
situation makes people 
sad; it makes me sad 
and makes me think.” 
(Male, 27, MHP)

The opposition groups 
believe the foreign policy 
of the government is un-
successful. The problems 
that were most often high-
lighted include the failure 
to manage international 
relations as they should 
be managed, the lack of 
transparency and consist-
ency, the question of migrants/asylum-seekers and the 
personalization of foreign policy. Nevertheless, oppo-
sition voters drew a correlation between the failure in 
foreign policy and the domestic problems and resulting 
structural issues in Turkey.

“We don’t think the foreign policy is good. Europe… 
Foreign countries do not like us. We don’t see any 
progress in some things. We have a major problem 
with the European Union. The thing I hate the most 
about foreign policy is that there is no honesty, they 
do not tell anything to the people in a transparent 
way. They take some actions but they also execute 
some agreements under the table. Therefore, I am 
really upset that our foreign policy is based on lies.” 
(Male, 28, İYİ Parti)

“As a country, we are not reliable for other countries. 
One day we are good with a country, and the next 
day our relationship goes sour and we become friends 
with another country.” (Male, 23, HDP)

“I think it is not right to poke our nose in oth-
er countries’ affairs. There are some operations in 
some places. For some reason our sons die, we hear 
the news of new martyrs every day. I don’t want my 
son to become a martyr for other countries. I think 
this government has not done a single right thing in 
foreign policy. There is a problem in everything. You 
may have bad relations with a country, or with two, 

three, four or five countries. 
But when you act like a 
bully and talk down to all 
countries, then they will…” 
(Female, 53, CHP)

“Thanks to him [Erdoğan] 
everything is ruined and 
now he says, ‘We are the 
luckiest country in the 
world. We are the best in 
everything.’ And there’s 
more! ‘Germany is jealous 
of us.’ How can they be jeal-
ous? Look, we bought the 
S-400 system from Putin 
and it’s kept in a warehouse 
now. Now he says, ‘We can 

buy your system if you give us F-35 fighter jets.’ We 
already paid a huge amount of money for the other 
system, what will you do with it? Furthermore, F-35 
jets are ready, he already paid the price for the jets 
when Trump was in office. We could not get the jets 
or our money back. They are sitting on our money. 
The world is a disaster, not a single soul on earth 
likes us.” (Male, 53, İYİ Parti)

Another idea that is widely held by opposition voters 
is the inconsistency between Turkey’s economic chal-
lenges and its foreign policy. According to this perspec-
tive, although the current economic crisis has made 
Turkey more vulnerable in the international arena, 
the foreign policy adopted by the government ignores 
this fact. The voters of the ruling bloc as well as the 

Another idea that is 
widely held by opposition 
voters is the inconsistency 

between Turkey’s 
economic challenges and 

its foreign policy. 
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supporters of the opposition parties made critical com-
ments about Turkey’s assistance to other countries:

“Why do we help Azerbaijan or other countries all 
the time? Our country should come first.” (Female, 
49, CHP)

“I think there is some unnecessary optimism in Tur-
key’s foreign policy. For example, when we had forest 
fires, they asked people to donate money because the 
economy was bad and there was not enough money 
in the treasury. But during the same days they sent 
40 million USD to Somali as a grant. I think this is 
a ridiculous balance. I don’t know the exact reason. 
There is mismanagement here.” (Male, 24, CHP)

“We go back to economy again to be strong in in-
ternational politics. Our relations with country X 
are strained; the US imposes economic sanctions; 
something happens with France and they stop buy-
ing Turkish goods; some countries directly boycott us 
or impose economic sanctions. And we immediately 
bow down to them find a middle ground, by releas-
ing their priest or doing something else.” (Male, 28, 
İYİ Parti)

As is the case among the voters of the ruling bloc, the 
voters of the opposition parties, particularly the sup-
porters of İYİ Parti see the question of migrants/asy-
lum-seekers as a problem resulting from foreign pol-
icy and refer to problems they encounter in this area 
during their everyday lives. Some respondents who are 
HDP voters shared a rather more empathic perspective 
on this issue than the voters of the other opposition 
parties.

“We see it on the news. Now we are second-class 
citizens in our own country. They say there is an 
economic crisis but they get the biggest share in the 
budget. Accommodation, healthcare, etc. We go to 
public hospitals and Syrians get to see the doctor be-
fore us. We see their names on the screens, so this is 
how we notice these things. They also destroyed the 
industry I work in. With cooks and bakers… Why? 
They come and it’s much easier for employers because 
they pay them lower wages and they don’t have to 
pay for social security. And what happens then? The 

people who have been masters for 20 years are made 
redundant. Their presence in our country creates un-
employment.” (Female, 43, İYİ Parti)

““They give more rights to Syrians than us. I was go-
ing to say the same thing. They go to hospitals and 
they are admitted before anyone else. They did not 
admit my daughter but they admitted them. There-
fore, we don’t want Syrians, and we don’t want Af-
ghans.” (Female, 74, İYİ Parti)

“I think, to solve the problem of refugees, those wars 
have to stop. People don’t come here without a rea-
son. For example, my brothers are planning to go to 
Europe, they are looking for ways to go there. Why? 
Because people in Turkey are worried about the fu-
ture. Young people in Turkey cannot see their future.” 
(Female, 43, HDP) 

Another striking idea in the approach among oppo-
sition voters towards foreign policy is that issues of 
injustice, nepotism, incompetence, deinstitutionaliza-
tion, which are perceived as the origins of problems in 
domestic politics, are also the source of Turkey’s woes 
in foreign policy.

“Of course, I agree that there is a problem of parti-
san staffing. I believe we have these problems because 
ignorant people are appointed to specific positions.” 
(Male, 24, CHP)

“I mean in foreign countries, if you put personal 
interests of people who will make money before the 
interests of the society, it means you disregard the so-
ciety. This can happen in business or in other areas.” 
(Female, 24, CHP)

“Now, both Turkish citizen and foreigners must re-
spect the law in Turkey. If a person can get away with 
violation of the law while another person is convict-
ed for the same violation, people from other countries 
won’t go to that country and even the citizen of that 
country won’t stay there. In fact, there has been a rise 
in brain drain during this period. Once again, our 
problems boil down to the question of justice. If there 
is no justice and freedom, you cannot ask for bread.” 
(Male, 57, CHP)
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“As a former investment specialist, I think we are so 
unsuccessful in foreign policy that we don’t have any 
foreign investors. There were a lot of foreign inves-
tors in the Turkish stock market in nineties because 
they were trading.” (Female, 43, İYİ Parti)

SOLUTION OF PROBLEMS IN FOREIGN 
POLICY

In this section, the respondents were asked how the 
perceived problems in Turkish foreign policy can be 
solved and which methods should be adopted to ad-
dress issues.

A significant number of the voters of the ruling bloc 
emphasized that the question of the Syrian civil war 
and migrants/asylum-seekers, which they consider 
the most important problem in foreign policy, can 
be solved by a policy change which will allow sending 
migrants/asylum-seekers back to their countries and 
which will prevent arrival of new ones.

“If the government wants to recover its strength, get 
votes and win people’s trust, they first have to send 
the migrants away.” (Female, 36, AKP)

“When there were mines on the Syrian border in 
Urfa, only those who knew this could travel there. 
Now you can easily pass the border and come back to-
morrow and not a soul will know. There were mines 
stretching 3,000 meters along the border. They re-
moved them. If there had been mines, the flow of mi-
grants would not have reached here. Why don’t they 
go to Jordan or other countries?” (Male, 43, MHP)

“I think the President and the whole country did the 
best for them. But now, as I said earlier, peace must be 
reinstated there, they have to go back to their countries. 
Because it’s like they have settled here for good. We 
react so strongly because we are filled with fear. Oth-
erwise, we are really helpful people but we are afraid 
that they will stay here forever.” (Female, 32, AKP)

“The best thing to do would be defusing the atmos-
phere in Syria, establishing peace or creating a safe 
zone. The safe zone will be supported by the EU, the 

US, the UK, and a safe corridor will be created where 
settlement areas will be built. Migrants will gradual-
ly be moved to that area.” (Female, 34, AKP)

The voters of the ruling bloc also frequently emphasized 
that the country must be economically strengthened, 
particularly in manufacturing. Respondents broadly 
agree with the idea that the countries that have success-
fully solved their problems in domestic politics have a 
stronger hand in foreign policy because such strength 
can only be achieved by countries possessing the neces-
sary financial and technological infrastructure. 

“They should first solve the domestic issues, then 
deal with foreign relations. When you look at Ger-
many or France, they don’t strive to align themselves 
with the US. They treat their citizens exactly as they 
should, they implement what their constitution says. 
They have that discipline. France says its citizens 
come first, and others come in second place. Germa-
ny and the US do the same thing. For example, you 
know what they did to the black people, and that 
policeman was convicted. Why? Because the victim 
was a US citizen.” (Female, 42, AKP)

“We need to borrow less. We need to improve diplo-
macy. We need to cut down on borrowing and the 
value US dollar and euro against must be reduced. 
People in Turkey can have a more comfortable life 
like the people in Germany.” (Female, 34, MHP)

Another suggestion was adopting a well-balanced for-
eign policy and using diplomacy effectively. Some re-
spondents emphasized that past conflicts or alliances 
with other states can be ignored when necessary for the 
interests of the country.

“In our country, diplomacy is too weak… I believe we 
should work more on that.” (Male, 35, MHP)

“Friendly relationships can be built. This can be 
done steadily.” (Female, 37, AKP)

It’s important to see it like a chess game and make the 
right moves at the right time. Sometimes you need 
to negotiate and sometimes you need to show your 
teeth.” (Male, 35, MHP)
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“At least I can say that it was wrong to turn down 
Greece’s offer for help during the forest fires. I can say 
we just watched those forests burn. When we look at 
other countries, their ministers resigned. But here, 
they let those fires burn.” (Female, 36, AKP)

“We must be more distanced from Middle East 
countries in terms of foreign policy. I think it’s not 
good to be so close with them. I believe we don’t have 
to have close relationships with them just because we 
believe in the same religion.” (Female, 37, AKP)

“About foreign policy: There was a military coup in 
Egypt. Yes, as a country we are against coups, and 
we should show our re-
action to the coup. But 
what did we do? We 
completely severed our 
ties with Egypt. The 
coup there is none of 
my business. As a state, 
I need to protect my 
own interests.” (Male, 
45, MHP)

Some of the voters of the 
ruling bloc suggested that, 
to address these problems, 
the government should 
be reshuffled or President 
Erdoğan should revise his 
team. The majority of the 
respondents who stated 
this opinion are women.

“I feel like our Presi-
dent drags us into his own wars. It’s like, if he fights 
with someone, we have to fight them as well.” (Fe-
male, 45, AKP)

“Now, the government has to change, but this gov-
ernment is so threatening that they say they won’t 
go away even if they lose the elections. Honestly, this 
frightens me.” (Female, 36, AKP)

“It can only be done by replacing the President’s 
advisors. I think he is misled, and they don’t tell 

everything fully to our President. The President 
is a good person, a good leader, a person with good 
characteristics, and at least he works. He takes a 
lot of money from us, that’s a different story, but he 
works. And I believe he serves the country. But it’s 
the mistake of the people around him. If his advisors 
are like this, what can he do? And there will always 
be a crack. But I think he needs to replace the people 
around him. And they should steal less.” (Female, 
53, AKP)

“He looks like a good person but I feel like he is ma-
nipulated by the people around him.” (Female, 44, 
AKP)

“I can say that our Presi-
dent Tayyip Erdoğan has 
been in power for twenty 
years and if some things 
haven’t been sold yet, he 
needs to look at himself. He 
should first look at himself 
to see what he can do”. (Fe-
male, 37, AKP)

“Instead of appointing his 
son-in-law and children 
to important positions, he 
should try asking people for 
their opinions.” (Male, 36, 
MHP)

Another suggested solu-
tion that stood out during 
the discussions with the 
voters of the ruling bloc 

was ending military missions in conflict zones outside 
Turkey.

“And in terms of foreign policy, they should stop 
sending our children to fight other countries’ wars. 
They should not send our children to Afghanistan, 
Syria, Libya, etc. (Female, 50, AKP)

As young people die, Syrians and Afghans enjoy 
themselves here. (Female, 45, AKP)

Some of the voters of the 
ruling bloc suggested 

that, to address 
these problems, the 

government should be 
reshuffled or President 
Erdoğan should revise 

his team. 
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Another country’s problem is none of our business. 
(Male, 36, MHP)

He should say his citizens and his country come first. 
If I was the president of this country, I would give 
priority to my own citizens.” (Female, 37, AKP)

The opposition voters, on the other hand, emphasized 
that the government must recognize its responsibilities 
and appoint competent people to government posi-
tions to address the problems in foreign policy.

“I mean, first of all, those positions must be held by 
real, competent people. We need to have people who 
can solve the problems. Secondly, the whole educa-
tion system must be changed. Currently, we cannot 
raise good students in Turkey any more. And even if 
we raise good students, they don’t want to stay here.” 
(Male, 24, CHP)

“To address this problem, our president must take re-
sponsibility. However, what I see in the ruling party 
is that if there is a problem, they act like the problem 
has been created by others and they are the ones try-
ing to solve it. Whether it’s a problem of the state or 
the problem of the government, they say the problem 
has been created by a terrorist organization, or by for-
eign forces, or by the opposition.” (Male, 24, CHP)

“I want to add this: Let’s assume this didn’t hap-
pen and nobody influenced them from the outside. 
Somehow, they can say they were “deceived.” I am 
incredibly offended by that phrase. Those in govern-
ment can say something like this and still remain in 
power… I think we need to have a provision about 
this in the constitution. Using that word and still 
remaining in power… I cannot understand that.” 
(Male, 28, İYİ Parti)

As with the voters of the ruling bloc, the respondents 
who vote for opposition parties also stressed the im-
portance of educational, scientific and technological 
development, the necessity of appointing competent 
people to government positions and the need to solve 
problems in domestic politics. They underlined that in 
today’s world, military power will be less significant if 
the aforementioned issues are not addressed.

“The economy is key to us having a say. These coun-
tries should be buying goods from us, they should be 
dependent on us. For example, if Russia had to im-
port natural gas from us, they would have to treat us 
well. We should have that kind of interest.” (Male, 
24, CHP)

“If you have a strong economy, you can have a good 
healthcare sector, you can offer good educational op-
portunities, everything else can be very good and you 
can be a strong country. So, you will not have any 
problems with other countries, you will be on good 
terms with them because they will want to stay on 
good terms with you.” (Male, 28, İYİ Parti)

“Giving government positions back to competent 
people, re-embracing the founding values of the coun-
try, immediately improving the education system, 
catching up with the age of technology and science. 
Otherwise, what can you achieve even if you have 
one million soldiers?” (Male, 57, CHP)

“I think we should first fix things internally so that 
we can think about and discuss foreign affairs. We 
should first fix things domestically. We have so 
many problems, including refugees and foreign ex-
change rates. We cannot go to a supermarket because 
everything is so expensive. We should first deal with 
these problems before we can fix the problems out-
side.” (Female, 38, CHP)

Another solution suggested by voters of opposition 
parties was reconciling with countries that have prob-
lematic bilateral affairs with Turkey. Although the op-
position voters at first seemed to agree with the voters 
of the ruling bloc on this issue, the former emphasized 
that any effort towards reconciliation must be preced-
ed by a democratization process.

“Also, there is the Kurdish question which is a part 
of foreign policy. It is often discussed in the context of 
war with the US and Russia, but, in reality, they are 
in agreement. Regarding the Kurdish question, there 
is a lack of policy in foreign policy. [To address this 
problem] we need to improve domestic democratic 
processes, cultural rights and legal approaches.” (Fe-
male, 40, HDP)  
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“If I were the prime minister, I would travel around 
the world. I would hold bilateral talks and consul-
tations and I would at least be moderate. Because 
they have fought with every country in the world. He 
says Putin is his friend and Putin stabs him in the 
back. He says Trump is his friend and Trump writes 
a letter to him saying ‘Be clever.’ Biden is not even 
interested in him.” (Male, 53, İYİ Parti) 

A group of opposition voters, however, emphasized 
that all of these problems can only be solved with a 
government changeover. 

“I want to add something. We discuss many negative 
themes about domestic politics, we do not talk about 
anything positive because there isn’t anything posi-
tive. We are living in a one-man regime; everything 
is up to one man. When this government is changed, 
we won’t have any of these problems. This is the solu-
tion.” (Female, 45, CHP)

“Erdoğan should quit… This is the only way. How-
ever, if we cannot get rid of people who have the same 
mentality after him, things will remain the same 
and we will go further backwards. So, he will quit 
and then, if a proper government comes to power, 
then foreign policy can be fixed. Otherwise, I don’t 
think it can be fixed.” (Female, 53, CHP)

Among the opposition voters, several respondents who 
are HDP supporters did not make a distinction be-

tween the ruling bloc and the opposition parties when 
discussing the causes of existing problems. They sug-
gested that these problems can only be solved by adopt-
ing a new approach and mentality.

“I consider the ruling bloc and the opposition parties 
in the same way. If we had a strong opposition, we 
would not be in this situation. Some of them lead a 
life of luxury and the lower class is at a very low lev-
el. Today, the rents are skyrocketing and people can’t 
even find a room to rent. And this is not only in Is-
tanbul. You can’t buy a house or pay your rent even 
in a small district or in a remote corner. Your salary 
is not enough to pay for anything. This is the situa-
tion we are in. Therefore, this problem is created by 
the system.” (Female, 43, HDP)

“In fact, all of us have to ask this question to ourselves 
about the refugee problem. For example, if you were 
the government and had millions of people flowing 
towards your borders, what would you do? Ask this 
question. We need to ask ourselves instead of laying 
the burden on someone, because this government 
will not remain in office forever – their tenure will 
end. So many people have gone by. There will be oth-
ers, maybe some government that is more compatible 
with our worldview. And this problem will persist. 
This is not a problem that is completely created by 
this government. We need to accept this fact. The 
refugee problem is always there.” (Male, 38, HDP)  

PERCEPTION OF “FRIEND,” “ENEMY” AND 
“THREAT”

In this section, participants were asked which countries 
are “friends” or “enemies” of Turkey on the interna-
tional arena, what they thought about these countries 
and what “threats” are faced by Turkey. The purpose 
of these questions was not to instigate dichotomies or 
biases but to understand to which extent participants 
question and deliberate on these concepts’ associations.

When the voters of the ruling bloc were asked to list 
Turkey’s friends in the international arena, the most 
popular answer given was Azerbaijan, followed by Pa-
kistan and Qatar. When asked why these countries are 

Another solution suggested by 
voters of opposition parties 

was reconciling with countries 
that have problematic 

bilateral affairs with Turkey. 
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seen as friends of Turkey, the answers were essentially 
based on historical and economic justifications.  

(Follow up question if the answer to previous 
question is “Azerbaijan”) And why do you think 
Azerbaijan is our friend?

 - “We have a common history. (Male, 35, MHP)
 - We stood up for each other even at the Eurovision 

contest. Azerbaijan always gave us full points. (Fe-
male, 45, AKP)

 - It was clear that they supported us. (Female, 44, 
AKP)

 - They are probably our only friend in the world. 
(Female, 50, AKP)

 - Aliyev and Tayyip Erdoğan are friends. (Male, 
35, MHP)

 - But he was also close with Assad. (Female, 36, 
AKP)

 - Now they are enemies.” (Female, 45, AKP)

However, some respondents also questioned the friend-
ship of Azerbaijan and suggested that Turkey does not 
have any friends in the international arena. Respond-
ents who are MHP voters in particular shared this idea.

“I mean, they pretend to be brotherly countries before 
the whole world in foreign policy, but in fact we do 
not know them hundred percent. Even in commer-
cial affairs – there is a significant conflict in Turkey 
about this natural gas company, the energy compa-
ny. But it is covered up because people in top posi-
tions pretend to be on good terms. So, we can’t say for 
sure that they are our friends. It is a friendship based 
on today’s political and commercial circumstances.” 
(Male, 35, MHP) 

“For example, as far as I know they are close with 
Russia. Will they stand with us when we have a 
problem with Russia? We don’t know whether they 
will offer political support to Turkey in that situa-
tion.” (Male, 35, MHP)

“Turks do not have any other friends than Turks.” 
(Male, 36, MHP)

“Turkey doesn’t have any friends. No matter what 
they say, Turkey doesn’t have any friends. If Tur-
key were to say ‘I am going there,’ only Azerbaijan 
seems very close to us. It seems close but if something 
happens it would also support the US. It would not 
support Russia but it would stand with the US.” (Fe-
male, 38, MHP)

When asked which countries are Turkey’s enemies, the 
voters of the ruling bloc listed several countries, with 
Armenia and Greece particularly standing out in the 
answers. Some of the respondents who vote for the 
ruling bloc believe it is normal to have a high number 
of countries in the list of countries that are considered 
as “enemies” while others were not pleased to have so 
many countries that are seen as the “enemies of Turkey.” 
It was striking that the voters of the ruling bloc who be-
lieve Turkey should have better relations with some of 
its neighbors and other countries were predominantly 
women.  

“For example, Greece likes Turks. In fact, the people of the 
two different countries love each other but they stay away 
from each other because of politics. I think they won’t 
do any harm to us. Even if they are seen as the enemy, 
they tried to help us in fighting forest fires. Covid-19 has 
shown us that bearing hostilities will not help anyone in 
the world. It may be useful to be friends with everyone.” 
(Female, 44, AKP) 

It was striking that the voters 
of the ruling bloc who believe 

Turkey should have better 
relations with some of its 

neighbors and other countries 
were predominantly women.
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“I think at least a policy of balance with European 
countries would be better for our interests. Because 
we have fellow citizens living in those countries. Be-
cause we turned our face towards the West, and we 
turned our back to the East. If we want to look for-
ward, if we want progress, we need to build a closer 
relationship with Europe.” (Female, 36, AKP)

“For example, I wouldn’t want to ruin our relation-
ship with Germany. Because Germany is a really 
successful country. It is successful with its strength 
and its system. They have an economy that has been 
running current-account surpluses. It’s remarkable. 
You can fix your relationship there. For example, 
you can analyze what better people do to understand 
how you can improve yourself. You try to improve 
yourself. For example, they can study what successful 
countries are doing. Like Germany. If we sever ties, 
we need to do good things for our fellow citizens liv-
ing in those countries.” (Female, 38, MHP)

“Style is also very important. We miss Bülent Arınç’s 
speeches and Tayyip Erdoğan’s past speeches. Er-
doğan used to give very good speeches, he was a good 
speaker, but now he’s constantly fighting with his dis-
course. He needs to fix that – it’s very important in 
foreign policy.” (Female, 42, AKP)

“I wish we had better relationship with Greece. I 
mean, Greece is a neighbor and they can stand with 
us to help us when something bad happens.” (Fe-
male, 34, MHP)

Respondents who are voters of the opposition parties 
were relatively more cautious when asked which coun-
tries are Turkey’s friends in the international arena and 
they broadly emphasized that international relations 
are generally based on interests rather than relations 
of friendship or enmity. Some of the opposition voters 
made a distinction between the friends of Turkey and 
the friends of the ruling bloc. Furthermore, Azerbaijan 
was the country that was most frequently mentioned 
in the opposition voter focus groups; however, these 
groups were also more cautious about the government 
of Azerbaijan.

“I think Turkey’s friends continuously change in 
different periods. Again, it is about interests. Our 
friends are the countries with which we share com-
mon interests at that time. I think our friends are 
Turkic countries.” (Female, 24, CHP)

“We have to make a distinction between friendship 
of governments and friendship of nations. Now, we 
said Azerbaijan – the people of Azerbaijan are the 
people I like the most but I don’t like the Azerbaijani 
government. So, if I were to come to power today, I 
would not have good relations with Aliyev. That’s 
something else. When the opposition comes to power, 
they will not have good relations with those who had 
good relations with this government.” (Male, 28, 
İYİ Parti)

“I mean, from Turkey’s perspective, Azerbaijan is 
Turkey’s friend. From my perspective, Azerbaijan is 
a friend of Israel.” (Female, 22, HDP)

“Azerbaijan is the friend of our heart. It’s always 
been this way, with our motto: ‘two nations, one 
state.’ We say we are brothers with Azerbaijan but 
Turkey has never seen any sacrifice from Azerbaijan. 
They can at least make a discount on natural gas. 
We buy expensive natural gas from Russia; we say 
Azerbaijan is our brother but we also buy expensive 
natural gas from them. Now they bought armed 
drones as if they did a favor to us. They bought them 
because they needed them. Azerbaijan does not bring 
us any benefits. But we continue as two states and 
one nation.” (Male, 53, İYİ Parti)

“I wish we had better 
relationship with Greece. I 
mean, Greece is a neighbor 

and they can stand with us to 
help us when something bad 

happens.” (Female, 34, MHP)
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“Similarly, I can say that I don’t think Turkey has 
any friends with this foreign policy. I mean there is 
none. For one thing, we don’t know how to address 
them. There is something in the way we speak, we 
cannot explain ourselves. As we live in a one-man re-
gime, those who revolve around him are his friends. I 
don’t think Azerbaijan is our friend. Why? They act 
like a friend in return for the good things we did for 
them in the past.” (Female, 38, CHP)

“I can just say that it seems to be Azerbaijan. But 
we will never know what is happening behind the 
curtain. It seems like our friend is Azerbaijan. Azer-
baijan is always the 
first country to send as-
sistance when we need 
help. That’s all I know. 
There is not anoth-
er country that is our 
friend.” (Female, 38, 
CHP)

Opposition voters gave 
varying answers when 
asked which countries are 
the enemies of Turkey. 
Arab countries, Armenia 
and Greece were the most 
cited countries in the an-
swers. Nevertheless, some 
respondents made a sharp 
distinction between the 
states and people of these 
countries, and empha-
sized that the people are 
not considered “enemies.” 
Furthermore, the voters of 
different political parties 
gave varying answers when asked what kind of a rela-
tionship must be built with these countries.

“[About Armenia and Greece] I mean there are some 
issues from the past for both sides. But today these is-
sues are discussed as part of hostilities because people 
want to manipulate the public agenda. I think we 
don’t have a social situation between two sides which 
would lead to so much hostility.” (Female, 24, CHP)

“The enmity is very clear. There is a war going on 
and we are a party in that war. We congratulate 
Azerbaijan, we give them all kinds of weapons to 
them so they can win. We are not at war with Arme-
nia, but there is the question of genocide, the question 
of World War I. We don’t have an ongoing situation 
there. If we can solve the problem of Dodecanese and 
Cyprus with Greece, there are 20 other problems that 
remain. We have continuously had problems with 
Greece ever since the population exchange.” (Male, 
27, İYİ Parti)

“I visited Yerevan. When I looked out of my hotel 
room in Yerevan, I could see 
Mount Ararat. My village 
was also an Armenian vil-
lage. Until the 1800s, there 
were six Turkish houses and 
120 Armenian houses. How 
should we be to be friends? 
My team there consisted of 
20 people, including 3-5 
ill-mannered individuals. 
We had very good under-
standing with 5-10 people. 
They have almost the same 
lifestyle as we have in Er-
zurum and Kars. (…) As 
we said earlier, you cannot 
build friendship or create 
enmity between countries. 
Countries have their own 
future and their own inter-
ests. A hostility by one coun-
try against another one is a 
manipulation by one of the 
two governments to hide its 
own failure.” (Male, 57, 

CHP) 

Both in the groups of ruling bloc voters and the voters 
of opposition parties, there were many critical com-
ments about the countries of the Middle East and Ar-
abs in general, although they were not always precisely 
categorized as “enemies.”

Both in the groups of 
ruling bloc voters and 

the voters of opposition 
parties, there were many 
critical comments about 

the countries of the 
Middle East and Arabs 

in general, although they 
were not always precisely 
categorized as “enemies.”
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“I don’t know why and I really can’t understand why 
the countries in the Middle East region don’t like 
Turkey and act like enemies of Turkey. But there is 
some hostility there. Furthermore, there is some hos-
tility among the Arabs that dates back to the Otto-
man era.” (Male, 27, İYİ Parti)

“[Arab countries] are structurally very different than 
Turkey. They like Turkey’s geography, they even want 
to come and live here. This means we have to leave. 
If it was possible, they would buy each foot of land in 
Turkey. They would pay two times of the price to buy 
our houses if they could.” (Female, 38, CHP)

“All Arab countries are our enemies.” (Male, 53, İYİ 
Parti)

Arab countries are enemies of Turkey. (Male, 36, 
MHP)

But we feed the Arabs. (Female, 36, AKP)  

“But Arabs are like this. We are not living with Ar-
abs for the first time. We have been living with them 
for 600 years and it’s just what they are. For exam-
ple, the United Arab Emirates conducts military 
drills with all the enemies of Turkey. They do it with 
Egypt, with Greece and others. They send aircraft to 
the Aegean Sea. Why? They will hit Turkey. What I 
mean is, Arabs have always been this way. They are 
unreliable.” (Male, 45, MHP)

“And also, as the British colonies were governed under 
secret agreements for a long time, Britain was really 
displeased to see them fighting with the Ottomans 
and seized the lands all the way to the Middle East. 
Therefore, with the help of the lobbies, they tried to 
push Arabs back against the Ottomans. It’s like a secret 
partnership. The Arabs do not have anything to do 
with being Muslim. And Turkey has never signed any 
document which would turn it into a parasite. And of 
course, this means loneliness. (Kadın, 37, AKP)

“All Arab countries treat us like enemies. How 
strange. If you ask them, they would say they are 
Muslims, too.” (Female, 38, MHP) 

“And also, when you read “Arab” in Turkish (“Arap”) 
backwards, it becomes “para” [the Turkish word for 
money]. That’s very bad.” (Female, 42, AKP) 

When asked about the threats facing Turkey in foreign 
policy, the most dominant theme in the answers of 
the ruling bloc voters was “a terrorist state” that may 
be established across Turkey’s borders, while the voters 
of the opposition parties mainly emphasized poten-
tial threats from religious groups and sects, as well as 
migrants/asylum-seekers. Many respondents, includ-
ing voters of both the ruling bloc and the opposition 
parties, suggested that there were several domestic 
problems, including underdevelopment in education, 
science and technology in addition to shortages in pro-
duction that are much more significant for the future 
than threats in foreign policy.

TURKEY’S MILITARY PRESENCE ABROAD

In this section, participants were asked to share their 
opinions about Turkey’s military presence abroad. 

In general, voters of the ruling bloc believe Turkey’s 
military presence abroad is important to showcase its 
military power, while all focus groups of ruling bloc 
voters described this presence as “show of force.” Nev-
ertheless, the majority of the respondents were rather 
critical about long-term foreign missions for Turkish 
troops, regardless of the location of the missions. This 
criticism is based on the idea that each country and its 
citizens should be first responsible of protecting their 
own territories and that Turkey already has enough 

The majority of the 
respondents were rather 
critical about long-term 

foreign missions for Turkish 
troops, regardless of the 
location of the missions. 
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domestic problems. In fact, although there was some 
support among the respondents for Turkey’s contin-
ued military presence abroad, those who supported 
this idea were clearly in 
minority. Again, criti-
cisms related to this ques-
tion predominantly came 
from women.

“I am against the 
idea that our citizens 
and our young people 
should go to Libya, 
Afghanistan or Syria. 
They come here and 
enjoy their hookahs, 
why do our people 
have to die? Every-
one’s against that.” 
(Female, 44, AKP)

“Syrians don’t fight 
in their own countries 
but our young people 
go there to fight. People always say this when we 
have a martyr. What are our troops doing there? I 
think it would be enough if our soldiers protect our 
borders instead of foreign countries.” (Female, 36, 
AKP)

“Actually, I believe that having a military presence 
in these countries is in our interest. As Bahçeli men-
tioned, when my troops seize control in those are-
as, when we annex these cities, we will be seizing 
control of the lands and underground resources of 
this country, as well. We may go and start living in 
those areas in about twenty or thirty years. The only 
reason that I am not against this is because there is 
a chance that we may seize control of those lands. 
(Male, 35, MHP)

I don’t want our soldiers to go there. (Female, 36, 
AKP)

Our national borders were established a long time 
ago. I recently read this. Assad says Hatay belongs 
to them and they will claim that city again. We are 

just responsible for protecting our own borders. I 
think the other countries are none of our business. 
(Female, 37, AKP)

“I think it’s ridiculous. It 
would be better if everyone 
protects their own coun-
try. We don’t need to have 
Turkish troops everywhere.” 
(Female, 45, AKP)

“Our military presence 
shows what we have be-
come accomplished in mil-
itary activity. If you can 
guarantee the safety of our 
troops there, there is no 
problem. It’s better. There 
is a group that represents 
us there. But if there is a 
problem of security, then I 
don’t want this.” (Female, 
38, MHP)

“In Syria, it was okay to have troops up to a certain 
point, because there really was a war there, but we 
don’t need troops there anymore. Syria’s citizens 
should do it now. Young people of Syria should go 
there.” (Female, 34, AKP)

“It’s good for us to be there up to a certain point to 
ensure border security, but I don’t think we should 
focus too much on that. It would be better if we focus 
on our own problems.” (Male, 24, AKP)

“They should not send our children to fight the wars 
of other countries anymore. They should not send 
them to Afghanistan, Syria, Libya, etc.” (Female, 
50, AKP)

“First of all, this is really something that makes us 
proud. It shows our true power. It’s an important 
aspect that shows Turkey’s power to those who look 
from the outside. And the troops are sent to Mus-
lim countries. Our friends. I believe this is also an 
investment for various projects that may be devel-
oped in the future. I definitely think this will serve 

“They should not 
send our children to 

fight the wars of other 
countries anymore. They 

should not send them 
to Afghanistan, Syria, 

Libya, etc.” (Female, 50, 
AKP)
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Turkey’s interests. An anchor once mentioned us in 
Azerbaijan and I really felt proud. We are brother 
countries and they may also help us in the future.” 
(Female, 34, AKP)

There was also a critical perspective among the re-
spondents who are opposition voters. Although dif-
ferences were observed among the approaches of vot-
ers of different parties, there is an overall belief that 
a military presence abroad serves the interest of the 
government rather than the state. While some of the 
respondents were in favor of the idea of military inter-
ventions, there were also respondents who suggested 
that the policies accompanying these interventions 
are essentially wrong.

“I believe this is aimed at colonialism but we don’t 
know who these colonies work for because I don’t 
think we get any money from them. There is some 
money that comes but it does not come to us, the peo-
ple.” (Male, 24, CHP)

“The ruling party says we have soft power and we 
are at the table but it’s obviously military power. 
Turkey is there via NATO but not because NATO 
wants it to, it wants to be there. Besides, it has a 
military presence inside the Islamic gangs and in-
side groups which are globally recognized as terror-
ist organizations, and the Turkish Armed Forces do 
not deny this.” (Female, 22, HDP)

“It was not Turkey that brought Syria to the bor-
ders. I am talking about the state borders. I think 
Turkey is not the main actor there. There are two 
main actors there: the US and Russia. Is Turkey 
aligned with Putin and Russia or with the White 
House? There is a dilemma. You have to do it be-
cause you have a border there.” (Male, 28, İYİ 
Parti)

“The government tries to channel that economy to 
domestic market so that it can remain in power.” 
(Male, 57, CHP)

“It has been this way throughout history and it’s 
still this way today. To be a powerful state, you need 
to impose your power in other regions and have con-

trol over things to further your interests there. But 
we only send troops and we can’t support this in pol-
itics. We just send our soldiers to die there. We send 
them to work there, to create a labor force. But the 
people in developed countries do not worry about all 
these things were are talking about. We have many 
problems in the economy, democracy, etc. We cannot 
support our decisions with firm feet on the ground. 
For example, we send troops to Sudan or Afghan-
istan and they asked us to extend these missions. 
Luckily, the missions were not extended because it 
would not be any good for us.” (Male, 35, CHP)

“I don’t support it. I mean in general when you send 
troops abroad, you try to use a more affirmative 
language. But in Turkey, the language is based on 
starting wars. Particularly the operation in Iraq is 
based on nationalist emotions against the Kurdish 
population. I believe the things we do with neigh-
bors create tensions in society. I don’t support the 
idea of sending troops to neighboring countries. The 
issue of friends and enemies you mentioned earlier 
– this may also happen in Turkey. You become en-
emies with Syrians, you become enemies with Iraq, 
you become enemies with the groups who come from 
these countries and living in your country. Because 
we have really close relationships. We have relatives 
in Syria, Iraq and Iran. In many countries, there 
are people who are related to Turkey. So, by send-
ing troops you instigate animosity.” (Female, 40, 
HDP)

What do you think about sending troops abroad 
to secure specific interests in those regions?

“Why should we have troops abroad? It’s beyond 
absurd. (Male, 24, CHP)

I think colonialism is necessary. (Male, 28, İYİ 
Parti)

You say interests but whose interests? People’s in-
terests? The government’s interests? Capital’s in-
terests? For example, the interests in Syria are the 
interests of economic powers, national capital. Do 
the people have any interests there? No.” (Female, 
22, HDP)
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EUROPEAN UNION MEMBERSHIP

In this section, respondents were asked to share their 
opinions about the European Union and Turkey’s po-
tential membership to the Union.

Although there were skeptical opinions about the EU 
among the respondents who vote for the ruling bloc, 
including references to a “Christians’ Union” or “Cru-
saders’ Union,” the majority of the respondents have 
positive views about Turkey’s membership. It should 
be noted that these positive views were particularly in-
fluenced by factors such as living standards, economic 
development and visa-free travel among member states. 

“We borrow their standards. We don’t have stand-
ardization in all institutions, so at least we can 
ensure standardization. Citizen relationships, an 
improved level of culture, education.” (Male, 35, 
MHP)

“When we join the EU, we may travel to other coun-
tries without invitations. The foreign exchange rates 
may go up.” (Female, 45, AKP)

“I want to see Turkey standing with big powers. In 
the end, EU states know and support each other. So, 
they internally stand together although they don’t 
like each other. They lend support to each other. I 
would definitely want to join.” (Female, 38, MHP)

“I want to join because it may create better living 
standards for us.” (Female, 32, AKP)

“I want [EU membership], I want to live in better 
conditions”. (Male, 24, AKP)

“I want us to become a member. It’s also good for visa 
exemption. It’s also good in terms of living condi-
tions.” (Male, 27, MHP)

Those who do not support Turkey’s EU membership 
emphasized that Turkey has to be independent.

“I don’t want it. I can be on my own, or with those 
countries in the existing system if it suits their calcu-
lations or with those according to our interests. I be-

lieve defending independence is more important and 
we don’t have to depend on anyone. He [Erdoğan] 
may create an initiative– he had one such initiative. 
He may create this with Muslim countries or other 
like-minded countries. But I think EU and NATO 
have lost their validity in the new world.” (Female, 
37, AKP)

“I think we shouldn’t be a member. I believe we 
should withdraw our plea to join the EU because we 
have the South Asia initiative now. If we establish 
the Turkish Council, that would be enough for us. If 
we must join something, that should be the Turkish 
Council, not the EU. If it isn’t the Turkish Coun-
cil, we don’t need to join anything else. Whatever is 
necessary during that time, we can do it. We can be 
friends with Russia and clash with the US, or be-
friend the US and clash with Russia. This policy is 
good.” (Male, 45, MHP)

There were both positive and negative ideas about Tur-
key’s EU membership among the respondents who are 
voters of the opposition. Nevertheless, it is striking that 
there are many skeptical views about the likelihood of 
Turkey’s EU membership and about the perspective of 
the EU towards Turkey’s membership. In this frame-
work, respondents primarily underlined the impor-
tance of achieving EU standards rather than becoming 
a full member. 

“I support it because the EU is about bureaucratiza-
tion. It is about a global change in the understand-
ing of states. (…) I support the EU with this under-
standing.” (Male, 28, İYİ Parti)

“It’s a polite fiction. They will never accept us. They 
will never accept us and there is no chance of us be-
coming a member. The administration is handled 
proportionately with the populations of members. 
There are 3 countries with the biggest populations. 
Germany has the biggest population and France has 
the second biggest. Our population is greater than 
both of them. I mean, they will never accept us. If 
we join, we will be in the senate with France, we will 
have delegates. So, it’s a polite fiction.” (Male, 27, 
İYİ Parti)
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“[Turkey] cannot join the European Union even if 
it wants to, so the answer is negative. I don’t want to 
join, too. Anyway, it cannot join if it cannot solve the 
Cyprus question.” (Female, 22, HDP)

“We really have this aspiration. We don’t want to 
join the EU just to travel to those countries, but to 
borrow their science and culture. When we reach 
that level, we won’t have any problems anymore.” 
(Male, 57, CHP)

“I fully support EU membership. I know we cannot 
become a member, that’s not really possible, but at 
least everything that is going well in our country 
has been introduced like this since the foundation 
of our country. They were borrowed from developed 
countries, by adapting the practices to our country.” 
(Male, 39, CHP)

“Even if I supported EU membership, it would not 
matter to become a member of an organization as 
long as we have a good level of welfare and living 
conditions. The most important thing here is to 
improve the living conditions of our own people; if 
you can do that, membership is not very important.” 
(Male, 36, CHP)

“I wish we could join the EU but in practice, it’s very 
difficult. At least, in the current circumstances, as we 
approach the East… And the EU is a bit like a Chris-
tian union, and it’s difficult for us to join because we 
are a Muslim country. But in my heart, I wish we 
could join the EU.” (Female, 45, CHP)    

INCORRECT INFORMATION ON FOREIGN 
POLICY     

One of the most striking issues in the focus group 
discussions was the misinformation shared by re-
spondents when answering questions. These pieces of 
misinformation were essentially related to migrants/
asylum-seekers and they primarily came up during the 
discussions with voters of the ruling bloc. However, 
we cannot make a sweeping statement for the whole 
country in the scope of this research. Therefore, at this 
stage, it is sufficient to emphasize that this was one of 

the findings in our groups. Below are some examples of 
misinformation. 

“You go to the hospitals and they admit Syrians first.” 
(Female, 36, AKP)

“They give more rights to Syrians than us. I was go-
ing to say the same thing. They go to hospitals and 
they are admitted before anyone else. They did not 
admit my daughter but they admitted them. There-
fore, we don’t want Syrians and we don’t want Af-
ghans.” (Female, 74, İYİ Parti)

“For example, recently we paid up Syria’s debt to the 
IMF.” (Male, 24, AKP)

“[Referring to asylum-seekers] They find jobs for 
them in the municipalities, etc.” (Male, 27, MHP)

“[The most important problems are] the pandem-
ic and high cost of living. First of all, there are the 
Syrians. And now the Afghans are coming. Prices are 
going up because of them. Everything is more expen-
sive because they have money. It all started with the 
rents, and continued with the prices in supermarkets. 
Now, they can’t stop it.” (Female, 42, AKP)

“Syrians have many shops, particularly in Çağlayan. 
There were many shops with Arabic signs and I 
heard they don’t pay taxes. When they are asked if 
they hire Turkish workers, they say they don’t hire 
foreigners. They call Turkish people foreigners. It’s a 
shame that we are in this situation.” (Female, 37, 
AKP)

“For example, if a man visits his country during the 
holidays, he has to stay there. We have to shut down 
the border. Many countries did this. For example, the 
president of Australia said, ‘I gave orders to my law 
enforcement in my country. When they see refugees, 
they can just shoot them.’ He said this in a very nice 
way. As you listen to this, you think the president of 
Australia does not want refugees in his country and 
he can say this out loud no matter how people react.” 
(Female, 38, MHP)

“Israel is the same and Palestine is the same. Our 
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people cry a lot for them while they recognize the 
Armenian genocide. It was just last year when they 
[Palestine] printed stamps to commemorate the Ar-
menian genocide.” (Female, 37, AKP)

“They directly threaten us with nuclear weapons. 
Who does it? The US, Russia, France. These three 
or four countries threaten Turkey with nuclear 
weapons, because they can’t intimidate us with 
something else… It’s clear that during the war in Na-
gorno-Karabagh, the US put pressure on Armenia. 
They said, ‘We will give you nuclear weapons and 
you can just use them.’ They opened that path for 
them.” (Male, 45, MHP)

“We have nuclear weapons but the state keeps this a 
secret.” (Female, 38, MHP)

“May I say something? I don’t know exactly because 
it has been a long time but as far as I know they don’t 
have courses on History of Revolutions at schools any 
more. I heard about that a while ago. When I was 
a student, we studied history, history of revolutions, 
history of the Republic. We were raised with this 
awareness. We had courses on citizenship. I think 
they are raising this generation like this on purpose.” 
(Female, 45, AKP)

“For example, the king of Arabia once said, ‘Nothing 
would happen to me.’ There is solid gold under the 
Uhud Mountain, and the king said, ‘I can sell Uhud 
Mountain, and still nobody could do anything to 
me.’ He means he can even give the mountain to 
Americans and Americans will protect him. He says 
this very clearly.” (Female, 38, MHP)

“As far as I know, Germany is threatening us in for-
eign policy.” (Female, 34, MHP)

 - For example, we have Tetra Pak. The fruit juice 
we drink always bears the mark Tetra Pak even if 
it is produced by a Jewish company or a German 
company. Because they are the only company that 
can produce that package. Nobody else can produce 
that box. They have the patent for it and nobody 
else is allowed to produce it. We could produce 
those boxes but they don’t allow us. (Female, 38, 
MHP)

 - Because there are agreements that were executed 
in the past. (Female, 37, AKP)

 - It’s all about science. They have the phones, 
they have the internet, they have everything. 
Everything is owned by foreign powers. (Male, 
43, MHP)

 - They kept people busy with other things and 
some people embedded inside like they did in the 
Ottoman government. As we clashed with each 
other, they executed their agreements for the long 
term. They signed the agreements so that forests 
can grow there and nobody else can seize them for 
centuries. They made plans for the long term, and 
thus they blocked the development of these people. 
So, I don’t think the Syrians will make any contri-
butions to our development.” (Female, 37, AKP)
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CONCLUSION

The research in Approaches to and Perceptions of For-
eign Policy in Turkey” was conducted to analyze the 
general perceptions and approaches of voters of the 
ruling bloc and opposition parties towards Turkey’s 
foreign policy. The research focused on the problem-
atic areas in Turkish foreign policy, the causes of these 
problems and suggested solutioned, threats in foreign 
policy, perceptions of “friend” and “enemy” in Turkey’s 
international relations, approaches on militarization of 
Turkey’s foreign policy and EU membership.

The research used focus group discussions as a method 
to collect in-depth data. A total of 49 people were in-
cluded in six groups, which consisted of 6 to 10 people. 
The focus groups were divided between voters of the 
ruling bloc, the People’s Alliance, and the voters of the 
opposition parties that have parliamentary groups. Fo-
cus group discussions were held by ADHOC Araştır-
ma in Istanbul on 9-27 October 2021 using the flow of 
questions developed by IstanPol.

The research findings were discussed in detail under 
various sections in the report and meaningful patterns 
were identified according to voter groups or the demo-
graphic characteristics of respondents. As described in 
the introduction, due to its methodology, this research 
is aimed at filling the need for an in-depth analysis and 
interpretation of the perceptions of foreign policy rath-
er than offering sweeping statements on the profiles of 
respondents. This need has emerged due to the increas-
ing mutual influence of domestic and foreign politics. 
The conclusions shared in this chapter should be con-
strued in this framework.

First of all, the research once again confirmed the as-

sumption that one of the main axes of polarization 
in Turkey is based on varied perspectives on the per-
formance of the government.  It was observed that 
the main issues determining the perceptions and ap-
proaches towards foreign policy among the voters of 

the ruling bloc and the opposition parties were also 
influenced by this main fault line. Nevertheless, in par-
allel to the various and complex fault lines that divide 
society in Turkey, there were specific divisions between 

It was noted that the groups of 
oppositions voters criticized 

the government’s foreign 
policy in all of its aspects 
while the groups of ruling 

bloc voters also shared 
comprehensive criticisms 
about the government’s 

foreign policy, with the most 
criticism coming from women 

and young people.
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these two groups of voters on certain issues related to 
foreign policy, as well as affinities between certain sec-
tors within different groups of voters. In the most gen-
eral terms, it was noted that the groups of oppositions 
voters criticized the government’s foreign policy in all 
of its aspects while the groups of ruling bloc voters also 
shared comprehensive criticisms about the govern-
ment’s foreign policy, with the most criticism coming 
from women and young people.

It was observed during all discussions with each of the 
voter groups that foreign policy was not perceived as 
one of Turkey’s major problems. Nevertheless, it can be 
suggested that respondents draw a direct correlation 
between the problems in foreign policy and Turkey’s 
most critical problems, including the economy, unem-
ployment and high cost of living, as well as the root 
causes of these problems, which are seen as backward-
ness in education, production and technology and lack 
of competence. This is a concrete finding confirming 
that the problems in Turkey’s foreign policy are not 
considered independently from domestic problems.

Another finding observed among both voters of the 
ruling bloc and voters of the opposition parties was 
that the question of migrants/asylum-seekers is con-
sidered the most important problem in foreign policy. 
Except for several respondents who are HDP voters, all 
respondents pointed out that the continuing issue of 
migrants/asylum-seekers in Turkey is a foreign policy 
matter and shared their complaints about this prob-
lem. This offers an exceptional example of how foreign 
policy matters can directly influence the everyday lives 
of people.

Several respondents who vote for the ruling bloc and 
almost all of the respondents who are voters of oppo-
sition parties believe that Turkey’s foreign policy is not 
managed in accordance with the current political and 
economic conditions of the country. In this regard, the 
most important reason for Turkey’s problems in for-
eign policy is seen to be problems in domestic politics. 

According to the respondents who vote for opposition 
parties, these domestic problems include the lack of 
transparency, integrity and competence and the per-
sonalization of foreign policy-making processes, while 
voters of the ruling bloc suggest the major problems 
in domestic politics include military, technological 
and financial capacity. The idea of “self-sufficiency” in 
economic, military and strategic terms was emphasized 
in basically all groups, particularly among the voters 
of the ruling alliance. Considering that even if voters 
support establishing good relations with neighbors and 
the other actors in the international arena, it is often 
accompanied by a lack of trust in these actors. This 
was also observed in all groups and it can be suggested 
that the emphasis on “self-sufficiency” is an isolationist 
approach. According to this perspective, Turkey must 
reach the level of developed countries in politics and 
economics, but act autonomously in international af-
fairs.

Considering Turkey’s position in the international are-
na and its relationship with the other actors, both voter 
groups emphasized that Turkey should act on the basis 
of its national interests rather than with a friend-or-foe 
approach and use diplomacy and military power in a 
balanced way in international relations.

Both voter groups strongly emphasized that military 
might should only be used when necessary, such as for 
ensuring border security, and that military operations 
in relatively remote regions were unnecessary.

Another striking theme in groups discussions on for-
eign policy was the pieces of misinformation shared by 
respondents when answering questions. These pieces 
of misinformation were mainly related to migrants/
asylum-seekers and were mostly shared by the voters of 
the ruling bloc. However, as emphasized in the relevant 
section, we merely emphasize this finding which was 
revealed during focus group discussions, as it cannot 
be used to make a sweeping statement about the entire 
society. 
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NOTES

1 Cihan Dizdaroğlu and Pınar Sayan, “Main Conflicts in Turkey’s Foreign Policy,” IstanPol Policy Paper, June 
2021.

2 See Evren Balta, “The ‘Pure’ Nation Against The ‘Corrupt’ Outsiders: The AKP’s Populist Foreign Policy”, 
IstanPol Analysis, 26 October 2021.

3 It was observed during the focus group discussions that the concepts “migration,” “migrant” and “refugee” were 
often used to refer to Syrians under temporary protection in Turkey. Therefore, the terms “migrants” and “asy-
lum-seekers” have been used together to avoid a conceptual misunderstanding in the report.
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