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Syrian Civil War as a Foreign Policy Crisis 



The Aim of this Paper 

 
• To examine how the Syrian civil war has gradually turned into 

a foreign policy crisis in Turkey especially after the spread of 
the Arab Spring.  

 

• And to underline the role of personal factors in the crisis 
management strategies of the AKP government. 



Syrian Civil War 

• A devastating 
humanitarian and 
political crisis in the 
Middle East  

 

• Almost 200.000 people 
died between March 
2011 and April 2014.  

 

• More than 3 million 
Syrians became refugees.  

 

 



Syria as a test case for TFP 

• Actually, the Syrian Civil War has become a litmus test for the 
new Turkish Foreign Policy (TFP) vision of the ruling AKP.  

 
• One of the hardest cases to apply Davutoglu’s foreign policy 

principles such as:  

• zero problems with neighbors,  

• rhythmic diplomacy,  

• multidimensional foreign policy,  

• order instituting actor,  

• international cooperation, and 

• pro-active diplomacy.   



Syria as a Foreign Policy Crisis 
 

• The Syrian Civil War has gradually turned into a foreign policy 
crisis in Turkey in a period of three years. 

 

• Starting from 2011 on, it has begun to dominate the Turkish 
political agenda. 

 

• However, it is still an ongoing crisis, whose outcomes are not 
yet clear.   



Why Do We Call it a Crisis? 

– The situation is not just a dispute or a conflict, because we do not 
only talk about a verbal disagreement but a situation that goes far 
beyond.   

 

• In fact, signs of  military violence in between the two sides either in 
literal or operational terms.  

 

• Thus, we can talk about a militarization that forced the decision-
maker to make a choice between limited options. 

 

– For details on crisis management, see: Hermann 1969, Brecher and 
Wilkenfeld 1997, A. L. George, 1991.  

 

 



Militarization of the Issue 

• Fall of a Turkish Jet hit by Syrian Forces – 22 June 2012 

– Turkey’s urgent call for UN and NATO meetings to protect its national 
security. 

 

• Turkey’s immediate change of engagement rules to shoot the Syrian 
airplanes that violate its air space. 

 

• Military deployment on both side alongside the border region and 
artillery fires from both sides. 

 

• Turkish shooting of a Syrian helicopter on 16 Sept. 2013 and a 
Syrian jet on 24 March 2014.  



A Perceptional Change 
 

• In the last 3 years, Turkish decision makers have begun to perceive 
Damascus as a certain threat/risk/danger factor. 

 

• The Asad regime is now being considered as the number one threat 
against Turkey. 

 

• This points to a visible shift from a close friendship/partnership to a 
strong enmity, reflected both on discursive and operational 
grounds.    



From Friendship to Enmity 



Reasons of this Shift 

 

• The contentious characteristics of Turkey’s 
Syria policy  has various reasons:  

 

– systemic,  

– regional  

– domestic 

 

 

 

 



Systemic Factors 

 

• The new Middle 
East Strategy of to 
US: 

 

• “Leading from 
Behind.” 

 

• The bitter legacy of 
Iraq 



Regional Factors 

 

 

• The surprising spread 
of the Arab Spring, 
which threatened the 
existing order. 



Domestic Factors 

• The impact of the local 
factors such as: 

 

– Turkish public 
opinion,  

– opposition parties,  

– Kurdish problem, and 

– the personal traits 
while interpreting the 
crisis. 

 



The Aim of the Paper 
• This paper aims to focus on the domestic/personal 

dimension of the story and try to understand:  

 
– To what extent the AKP leaders’ traits have been influential in 

shaping of Turkey’s Syria policy. 

 

– And how the personal traits of Erdogan and Davutoglu have 
affected the decision making and crisis management processes 
of Ankara regarding Syria. 

     

 



Personal Traits: 
 

– the individuals,  

– their personality,  

– past experiences,  

– upbringing, and  

– personal convictions 
 

– Remember Rosenau’s Multiple Sources of Foreign Policy  

 

   



We argue that: 

 

– Turkish government’s policy towards the Syrian civil 
war has actually reflected an excessively idealist 
approach, where emotions, accompanied with 
sectarian inclinations, played a significant role. 

 

– Not only the emotions, but also the ideology, 
background and worldview of the AKP politicians, 
especially Erdoğan and Davutoğlu have affected 
shaping of the Syria policy.   

 

 



We argue that: 

 
• The personal characteristics of the decision makers might 

have a greater impact on the way they perceive the foreign 
policy crises and the ways they choose to manage them.  

 

• As Cox and Stokes underline, the idiosyncratic characteristics 
of the leaders influence the foreign policy behaviour. 

 



Syria Crisis 

• Turkish involvement in Syrian Civil War have brought various 
serious outcomes. 

 

• Davutoglu’s claim to pursue an “ethical and humanitarian 
foreign policy” is quite idealistic. 

 

• But, the Realpolitik makes this idealistic policy hard to achieve 
and opens it to discussion. 

 

• This policy is based on values that are far from being 
evaluated by objective criteria.  

 

 



Syria Crisis and Personal Traits 

 
 

• Turkey’s relations with Syria followed an up and down route 
in the last decade with an excessively sharp fall since 2011. 

 

• They are a good example where the emotions of the ruling 
elite have been very much influential on state policies.  

 

 



Syria Crisis and Personal Traits 

• There is a wide literature on the role of emotions in foreign 
policy decision making.  

• See for example: J. Lerner and J. Renshon, 2012.  

 

• Or on the Psychological Dimensions of Foreign Policy or on the 
Role of Anxiety, Fear and Anger in political decision-making.  

• There are claims that it is actually the emotions which rule 
the brain decision.  

• See L. Huddy 2003, 2007, S. Feldman 2003, 2007, G. Marcus 
2002, 2007. 

  

 



Syria Crisis and Personal Traits 

 

• Looking at Erdogan and Davutoglu’s discourse, one can easily 
sense the feelings of disappointment and distrust for Syrian 
President Bashar Asad especially after his alleged failure in 
keeping his promises for reforms.  

 

• Especially in Erdogan’s words, we see the use of direct verbal 
targeting of the Syrian leader, also to increase the domestic 
public support for the government policy.  



From Erdogan to Asad: 
• “Accept it, we do not recognize you, get the hell out!” – 10 

Dec. 2012, Şanlıurfa 

 

• “We will not stay silent against Syria’s cruel dictator, the silent 
devil who commits massacres against his own people but 
keeps silent against those who have occupied his lands for 
decades...” 23 Feb. 2013, Birleşik Arap Emirlikleri   

 

• “If God permits, we will see that this homicide, murderer is 
made to account for [what he did] in this world and we will 
thank [God] for that.” – 5 May 2013, Kızılcahamam. 

 

 

 



Syria Crisis and Personal Traits 

• As seen, Erdogan’s words against Asad is full of signs from his 
personal belief system and worldview, which are under the heavy 
influence of religion. His populist messages are also in pursuit of 
affecting his mainly conservative supporters. 

 

• Thus we can claim that Turkey’s active stance in the Syrian civil war 
is excessively nourished by the emotions of the leaders. 

 

• It presents an “Idealpolitik”, that often ignores the necessities of 
Realpolitik that requires a reasonable distance from the internal 
problems of a neighboring country.  



Conclusion and A Theoretical Discussion 

 

• Turkey’s Syria policy, is mainly shaped by “identity politics”.  

 

• Does this distance us from Neo-Classical Realism and 
approaches us to Constructivism, while analyzing the foreign 
policy crises? 

 

• Remember the strong relationship between identity and 
security (thus perceptions of threat and interest). 

 

 



Conclusion and A Theoretical Discussion 

• Neo-Classical Realism provides us with a method to examine the 
interaction between the system and the actor.  

 

• However, although it considers the leader as an intervening 
variable, it does not look at the background of this leader.  

 

• So there are limitations in Neo-Classical analysis of the leader 
impact on politics.  

 

• We believe that the constructivist approach might come to our 
rescue here, with its wide literature on identity (both personal and 
individual).   


