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ABSTRACT
This paper delves into an assessment of the impact of Turkey’s quest for status since the 2000s 
on changes in its foreign policy. In other words, how has Turkey’s search for status influenced its 
foreign policy stances since the 2000s? And can we consider the changes in Turkey’s foreign policy 
change transformational or transactional in essence? In this vein, this paper will make essential 
contributions to the existing literature on Turkey’s status-seeking strategies by using specific 
cases to link them to changes in Turkey’s foreign policy and assessing the extent to which they are 
transactional or transformational. The examination of this topic is all the more important in light of 
internal developments in Turkey, such as democratic backsliding and economic crisis, as well external 
factors such as its tense relationships with the EU, its rapprochement with Russia and China, and its 
increasingly proactive profile in regional crises. This paper critically assesses the pattern of Turkey’s 
foreign policy change from transformational and transactional perspectives.
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Introduction 
The first decade following the arrival in power of the Justice and Development Party’s (Adalet 
ve Kalkınma Partisi, AKP) witnessed Turkey’s continuous status-seeking efforts in foreign 
policy. As a result of Turkey’s increasing material and behavioral power, its governing elite 
sought to enhance the country’s status with the aim of making it more visible and proactive in 
global governance. The governing elite’s perceptions and beliefs about Turkey’s civilizational 
identity and role in world politics fueled their desire for increased international recognition; 
Turkey’s quest for recognition of its rising power status thus began to play a central role in 
Turkish foreign policymaking during the first decade of the 2000s.
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Status is usually defined in International Relations (IR) as shared beliefs about a state’s 
ranking on valued attributes, possesses social, perceptual and positional features (Renshon 
2017: 33).Rising powers’ quest for enhanced status in global politics in parallel to their rela-
tive increase in material power and political influence has attracted the attention of academics 
in IR. Whereas some scholars claim that rising powers’ search for greater status vis-a-vis the 
great powers is essentially cooperative in character ( Larson and Shevchenko 2010: 63-95; 
Volgy et al. 2011) Paul, Larson, and Wohlforth (2014) underscore that reputation, prestige, and 
status are key engines of great power politics and underline that rising powers, in particular, 
search for the recognition of their gained status in the global system. Other studies attribute 
their pursuit of higher status in international politics to the perspective of their core ideol-
ogy, values, culture, political system, or moral supremacy’s sense (de Carvalho and Neumann 
2014; Stephen 2014: 888-896).

In the Turkish case, one study concludes that the quest for social mobility and creativity, 
more than social competition, are the key drivers of Turkey’s status-seeking policies (Parlar 
Dal 2019a: 586-602). Although there is quasi-agreement in academic and political circles that 
Turkey has been in search of enhanced status in international politics since the 2000s, the 
impact of this quest for status on developments in Turkey’s foreign policy has not been suf-
ficiently elaborated in the literature. In this regard, an alternative assessment of Turkish for-
eign policy change derived from status politics seems indispensable, since systemic, regional, 
domestics or agent-based factors are unlikely to explain the drivers and the mechanisms of 
foreign policy change from a comprehensive approach. Given this, the main aim of this article 
is to fill this void by delving into an analysis of how Turkey’s quest for status since the 2000s 
influenced its foreign policy during this time. Further, can we consider the changes in its for-
eign policy as transformational or transactional in essence? In this vein, this paper will make 
important contributions to the existing literature on foreign policy change and status politics 
in general, as well as Turkish foreign policy in particular. It seeks to establish a link between 
the status-seeking strategies adopted by Turkey since 2000s and the nature and the scope of 
its foreign policy change. On the other hand, there is a very restricted number of studies in the 
literature on Turkish foreign policy dealing with status-related policies and their impact on 
foreign policymaking and change. This study acknowledges that transformational and trans-
actional changes can occur simultaneously in states’ foreign policy. This means that they can 
even coexist under a given period and affect foreign policy of a state at different levels. In ad-
dition, one form of foreign policy change can be more dominant than the other over a certain 
period. That said, the examination of this topic is all the more important in light of the internal 
shifts occurring in Turkey, such as increasing democratic backsliding and economic crisis, and 
external factors such as its tense relationships with the EU, its rapprochement with Russia, and 
its increasingly proactive profile in regional crises.

Against this backdrop, this paper will first provide an overview of the literature on 
the connection between status politics and foreign policy change with an examination of the 
impact of status-seeking on foreign policy change. It will then critically assess the direction 
of Turkey’s foreign policy change from transformational and transactional foreign policy per-
spectives.
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The Interplay between Status Politics and Foreign Policy Change 
States’ status-seeking policies have been explained by several theories in the literature, includ-
ing social comparison theory (SCT) and social identity theory (SIT), both of which originate 
in studies of individual psychology. According to SCT, comparisons with others play a key 
role in individuals’ judgment of their own worth and the building of their self-esteem (Paul, 
Larson and Wohlforth 2014: 17). By transposing this theory to the state level, it can be argued 
that, like individuals and groups, states become status seekers because they want to achieve 
favorable social status relative to their peers (Wohlforth 2014: 35). The second explanatory 
theory upon which this paper draws, SIT, investigates the ways through which social groups 
struggle to gain a positive and extraordinary identity (Tajfel and Turner 1979: 33-47). In the 
international system, states are persistently making efforts to obtain a positive status and to get 
this positive distinctive identity and grade by identifying themselves with a group with identi-
cal but slightly higher rankings than their own (Brown and Haeger 1999: 31-42). It stems from 
SIT that states use three key strategies to enhance their status on the international level: status 
competition, social creativity, and status mobility. 

Status competition in this context entails the use of hard power strategies by lower-
status states to achieve equal or higher status in comparison with the dominant group. In other 
terms, social competition drives the lower-status group member to make continuous efforts 
to achieve a material (military and/or economic) power capability equal or superior to that of 
the higher-status group and to engage in geopolitical competition (Parlar Dal 2019b). In this 
respect, some underline that status competition may be used as a strategy by rising powers 
having an equal or similar level of status in international organizations to find new fields of 
cooperation and to develop new diplomatic networks” (Parlar Dal 2019b). It can be observed 
between rising powers and established great powers and among rising powers themselves.

In the SIT framework, states that adopt the social creativity strategy   acknowledge the 
legitimacy of the current power ranking in the international system and seek to be more effec-
tive than the ruling group in newly discovered areas(Lemaire 1974: 17-52)and on non-material 
criteria like cultural policies, public diplomacy, regional leadership, norm entrepreneurship, 
development, and humanitarian cooperation policies(Larson and Shevchenko 2010: 3) .For 
instance, a study that explored how a selected number of nine G20 rising powers, by means of 
status-seeking policies, struggled to obtain a distinctive positive status in the sphere of devel-
opment cooperation, concluded that social creativity strategies were mainly used to upgrade 
their status in the field of South-South Development Cooperation (SSDC) (Parlar Dal and 
Dipama 2019: 663-684).

In SIT, social mobility pertains to a state’s internalization of the norms and policy prac-
tices of the higher-ranked group that are against its admission into the higher-status clubs 
(Knippenberd and Ellemers 1990: 137-169). The admission of status-seeking states to elite 
clubs largely depends on their ability to socialize with and internalize the normative standards 
and values of the dominant group. The internalization and imitation by the lower-ranking 
group of the values, norms and institutions of the higher-status group is a manifestation of the 
existence of social mobility in an elite club.
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Contrary to social mobility, social creativity allows states to display the positive dis-
tinctiveness of their policies in some issue areas where they can enhance their international 
status recognition without adopting and internalizing the rules of the dominant group. This is 
favored by the existence of a powerful and charismatic leader championing these strategies 
and obtaining popular support. Unlike social competition, which is based on recourse to hard 
material power competition to achieve and enhance status recognition, social creativity does 
not contest the legitimacy of the existing international hierarchy and rather permits states to 
gain consideration in a distinct sub-ranking (Parlar Dal and Dipama 2019).

Although status-seeking policies are sometimes themselves foreign policy strategies 
and goals, the authors will focus on how a state’s quest for enhanced status can affect partially 
or completely its foreign policy goals and stances. In this line, states’ status-seeking policies 
lead to some changes in their foreign policy, which can refer to changes in the goals and means 
of foreign policy, changes in a country’s policy toward one specific foreign policy issue or 
in only one sector, a simultaneous shift in many foreign policy issue areas, or a fundamental 
change implying either a dramatic rupture with past stances or the cumulative effect of funda-
mental changes.

Foreign policy change can also occur when states’ relative position within the global 
system changes. States displaying a satisfaction with the status quo are less likely to initiate 
fundamental changes in their foreign policy (Volgy and Schwarz 1991). States with increasing 
status in international affairs and that are seeking recognition are likely to have revisionist po-
sitions vis-a-vis the status quo that will lead to changes in their foreign policy. By transposing 
the role theory thesis, according to which actors are likely to behave with reference to socially 
constructed norms and values (Biddle and Edwin 1966: 3-19), onto foreign policy analysis, 
Holsti (1970: 233-239) contends that decision-makers design their countries’ foreign policies 
by taking into account their self- perceptions and the influence of the international system. 

The three above-mentioned patterns of status-seeking strategies can contribute to both 
transformational and/or transactional changes in states’ foreign policies under a given period. 
States practicing transactional foreign policy see international politics mostly as ‘bilateral deals’ 
between presidents or heads of governments at the expense of multilateralism with short-term 
projection (Hadar 2017; Henke 2017; Nye 2019: 70). On the contrary, transformational diplo-
macy, coined by Condoleezza Rice in 2006, relates to a strategic shift in a state’s foreign policy 
orientations with clear long-term objectives and expectations and increased consistency among 
the policies(Hadar 2017) . Some argue that the preference for bilateralism over multilateralism 
in transactional foreign policy is due to the complexity of multilateral interactions, which most 
often encompass long-term commitments and a complex range of actors with diverging interests 
(Bashirov and Yilmaz 2020: 166). Through transactional foreign policy, states have the possibil-
ity to escape from a norm-based foreign policy-making, which sometimes comes at the expense 
of national interests (Ikenberry 2017: 156-178; Stokes 2018: 133-150), and can easily invest in 
‘issue-specific transactions’ (Bashirov and Yilmaz 2020: 167). Due to their focus on short-term 
and immediate gains, transactionalists generally do not sustain long-term allies because their es-
tablished partnerships are evaluated on the basis on their immediate deliveries to the country and, 
as such, are likely to break down quickly given the absence of strong ideational and institutional 
foundations (Bashirov and Yilmaz 2020: 167).
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Transactional foreign policy is generally not based on a grand strategy with clear-cut 
identification and formulation of the priorities, interests, and means (Dueck 2015: 14-15)and 
is generally marked with important inconsistencies across policies due to the lack of long-term 
planning (Bashirov and Yilmaz 2020: 167).The former United States (US) President Donald 
Trump had implemented an essentially transactional foreign policy throughout his presidential 
term, which was demonstrated by the fact that while it was expressly underlined in the 2017 
National Strategic document that China and Russia were the top threats to the US, Trump 
never ceased praising Putin . He also played with the Russian standing in eastern Europe and 
Syria while aggressively challenging the politico-security partnership with the European allies 
(Bartlett 2019) and the normative foundations of the liberal order (Brands 2018).

In the same stance, Trump’s trade war with China has been criticized for being another 
demonstration of his impulsive, day-to-day reaction  without a clear-cut evaluation of the 
likely wider and long-term negative repercussions of the trade war on the US economy (Larres 
2017; Saqib 2019; Bartlett 2019).Transactional foreign policy is also informed by domestic 
considerations and is mostly used by populist leaders who prioritize short-term (not sustain-
able) successes to mobilize popular support and consolidate their authoritarian political power 
(Bashirov and Yilmaz 2020: 167). A transformational foreign policy is purposive rather than 
pragmatic, visionary rather than reactive, with enduring benefits (Behm 2016). Unlike trans-
actional leaders, transformational leaders mobilize power for change by appealing to their 
followers’ higher ideals and moral values such as liberty, justice, and peace rather than their 
baser emotions of fear, greed, and hatred (Nye 2006: 163). In other words, they “reorganize 
for the long term in domestic policy or foreign policy, the structural framework of the national 
or international political system.” (Vaisse 2007: 10).

Transformational change stems from a set of structural reversals generally occurring in 
the midst of crises and comprises a fundamental change in the feature of the bottom and fore-
front ideas, normative and cognitive reasoning (Hall 1993: 275-296), as well as incremental 
shift in power and change in in the representation of values and interests (Pelling 2011: 84).

This paper argues that while status competition can lead to both transformational and 
transactional foreign policy change, social mobility predominantly leads to transformational 
foreign policy change and that social creativity strategy generally results in transactional for-
eign policy change. States involved in a quest for higher status in global politics can use status-
competition strategies to increase their relative power vis-a-vis their peers. In this respect, the 
pursuit of status-competition strategies by states, especially rising powers, inevitably results 
in some transactional changes in their foreign policy stances, as these rising powers may use 
competitive strategies to gain short-term gains and favor bilateral deals without changing their 
overall foreign policy orientation. Likewise, the use of status-competition strategies can lead 
to transformational foreign policy changes whereby the state breaks up with its past posture 
and for instance uses strategies to challenge the power distribution within existing interna-
tional organizations (IOs), which favor the traditional great powers, or to compete with other 
rising powers for more influence within particular IOs such as BRICS. These kinds of states, 
when engaged in status-competition strategies, are likely to ask for greater inclusiveness in 
key IOs and to expand their cohort of strategic economic and political partners. Thanks to their 
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growing material capabilities and political influence, rising powers can increase their power 
relative to the established great powers in status-quo IOs, while at the same time creating al-
ternative multilateral institutions that allow them to challenge the rules and norms of the exist-
ing order and advocate for deep reforms in status-quo IOs. Yet, as pointed out by Parlar Dal 
(2019b), “not all rising powers can upgrade their status by the adoption of status-competition 
strategies’’ since their rising actorness depend on the positive impact they may create vis-à-vis 
the major powers and other actors of the current international system. 

States’ pursuit of status-mobility strategies, such as lower-status states’ admission into the 
higher-status group in exchange for adopting and internalizing the normsand policy practices of the 
higher-status club, can also lead to transformational foreign policy stances. Here the permissibility 
of the adhesion conditions to a higher-ranking group is crucial in that states in search for member-
ship in an IO can fundamentally change their foreign policies to meet the criteria of the elite club 
in order to be recognized by its powerful members (Ellemers et al.1990). For instance, the accep-
tance of Turkey’s candidacy application to the EU can be considered a status-mobility strategy that 
contributed to enhancing Turkey’s status in the international system and simultaneously resulted in 
deep changes in Turkey’s foreign policy priorities and objectives (Kaarbo 2017: 6-8).

Table 1. Interlinkage between status-seeking strategies and foreign policy change  
(transformational or transactional) 

Status-Seeking 
Strategies Foreign Policy Change

Social Mobility Transformational Change

Social Competition Transformational Change
Transactional Change

Social Creativity Transactional Change

Social creativity is a status-seeking strategy that generally results in transactional for-
eign policy change. In this case, the lower-status state seeking enhanced status focuses on a 
specific foreign policy area where it has a comparative advantage and can demonstrate its pos-
itive distinctiveness vis-a-vis the established powers to benefit from short-term advantages. 
For instance, Emel and Samiratou (2019) demonstrate how rising powers use the South-South 
development cooperation model to highlight their positive distinctiveness in their approach to 
development cooperation issues compared to the established great powers’ model of North-
South development cooperation. Social creativity as a status-seeking strategy does not lead 
to fundamental changes in foreign policy, but rather leads to a redefinition of states’ foreign 
policy stances based on short-term economic gains.

Turkey’s Paths to Status: Leading to Transformational or Transactional 
Change in Foreign Policy? 
This paper argues that between 2000 and 2010, Turkey witnessed a predominantly transfor-
mational foreign policy change driven by a status-mobility strategy. However, this period was 
also characterized by certain developments shaped by transnationalism. From 2010 to the 
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time of writing in 2022, the changes observed in Turkish foreign policy were driven by status-
competition and status-creativity strategies. Whereas status-competition strategy pursued dur-
ing this period contributed to both transformational and transactional changes, status creativity 
ended up overwhelmingly in transactional foreign policy change than transformational one. 

The Period 2000-2010: A Dominant Transformational Foreign Policy Informed by Status 
Mobility Strategies

Between 2000 and 2010, Turkey’s foreign policy stance underwent a transformational change 
informed by the EU’s acceptance of the country’s membership application in 1999 and the 
opening of accession negotiations on October 3, 2005. The opening of these negotiations was 
grounded in the impressive improvement of Turkey’s political space, culminating in the arrival 
to power of the AKP. During its first and second tenures, the AKP pursued a proactive and 
ideal-based foreign policy at both the regional and ideational levels. During the first period 
of the AKP government (2002–2007), Turkey’s Europeanization efforts continued in many 
spheres. In fact, the changes that occurred in Turkey’s foreign policy dynamics during this 
time were rooted in the growing ambition of Turkish elites to enhance Turkey’s status through 
its membership bid to belong to a higher-status group and by means of the country’s positive 
image. Turkey’s ambition to become an EU member can be considered a status-mobility strat-
egy, since its acceptance to the prestigious EU club would contribute to enhancing its status in 
international politics.

As explained above, the pursuit of status-mobility strategies leads to fundamental 
changes in the goals and objectives of states’ foreign policy. Thus, in the early 2000s Tur-
key’s foreign policy underwent incremental changes in terms of its objectives and priorities, 
in which liberal norms and values played a central role. In this respect, from 2005 to 2010, 
Turkey undertook important liberal reforms, such as the abolishment of the death penalty and 
judicial reforms, to implement the EU Copenhagen criteria that would pave its way toward full 
membership in the EU. 

This restructuring aimed at transforming Turkish foreign policy in terms of the coun-
try’s new objectives and achievements was also complemented by a brand new civilizational 
and geopolitical foreign policy understanding. In fact, this new foreign policy identity at-
tributed to Turkey by the AKP’s governing elite also conformed well with a status-mobility 
strategy aiming to attribute Turkey a greater status on the world stage either by joining the EU 
as a high-ranking status club or by making Turkey a center of attraction in both its own region 
and to the other distant regions. In this context, in line with the AKP’s governing elite’s for-
eign policy doctrine Turkey made efforts to normalize its relations with neighboring countries 
through its ‘zero-problem’ policy (Davutoglu 2010; Akpınar 2013:740), particularly through 
the promotion of high-level political and strategic cooperation and the enhancement of eco-
nomic and security cooperation (Davutoglu 2013:90).

This new neighborhood policy of Turkey was also positively welcomed by the Eu-
ropean circles since it also fit the EU’s core normative agenda. Turkey’s status-mobility 
strategy aiming to upgrade Turkey’s status via European integration was initially seen both 
inside and outside Turkey as the backbone of its traditional foreign policy. It is also strik-
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ing to note that during the period 2000-2010 Turkey’s European integration policy did not 
exclude at any time its multidimensional and assertive foreign policy orientation since these 
two policies were conceived by the political elite as complementary. In this context, while 
still advocating its European identity and making efforts to approximate EU norms and val-
ues, Turkey worked to normalize its relations with countries in its neighborhood and start re-
lations with faraway regions in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. The rapid Europeanization 
process started in the country after 1999 planted the seeds of a transformational change that 
continued until the first decade of 2000s. Turkey’s struggle to get non-permanent member-
ship in the UN Security Council (UNSC) for the period between 2009 and 2010 is another 
demonstration of its willingness to get actively engaged in key multilateral organizations 
and to contribute to the improvement of the moral and normative standards of the UN. In 
other words, Turkey’s search for admission in these higher status’ clubs drove incremental 
changes in its foreign policy objectives and directions. During the same period, there were 
also some transactional moves in Turkey’s foreign policy. For instance, Turkey’s involve-
ment in the NATO’s 2001 operation in Afghanistan did not lead to a transformation in Turk-
ish foreign policy because this move was considered a continuity rather than a rupture in 
Turkey’s alliance relations. On the other hand, Turkey’s opening to other geographies during 
2000-2010 and its turn to the Middle East in particular did not give way to an effective trans-
formational foreign policy since Turkey’s quest for greater status drew on a status-competi-
tion strategy that created additional rivalries and tensions among its peers. With the outbreak 
of the Arab Spring, the country entered in an era of de-Europeanization which showed its 
first signs after 2007. There is no need to state that this process created negative implications 
on its foreign and security policy, democracy and economics. As a consequence, the trans-
actional changes occurred in Turkish foreign policy during 2000-2010 have also gradually 
lost their positive impact on Turkish foreign policy agenda. 

The Period from 2010 Onwards: Coexistence of Transformational and Transactional For-
eign Policy Informed by Status Competition and Social Creativity Strategies

From 2010 onward, especially with the outbreak of the Syrian crisis, Turkey has been com-
bining both status-competition and status-creativity strategies in its quest for enhanced status 
in global affairs. These strategies have equally led to both transformational and transactional 
changes in its foreign policy. Status mobility has been downplayed in Turkey’s status-seeking 
policies, especially since the de facto freezing of its EU accession negotiations in 2010, since 
which none of the accession chapters have been opened.

Status Competition

On the one hand, Turkey’s global ambitions started to increase, resulting in Turkish elites’ 
growing use of status competition strategies to enhance Turkey’s status relative to the estab-
lished great powers, especially the EU, and to other rising powers by implementing proactive 
military and economic foreign policy instruments. These status-competition strategies have 
led to some transformational changes in Turkey’s foreign policy, mainly because of the geopo-
litical implications of the Syrian crisis. 
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First, the Syrian crisis indeed led to a transformation in Turkish foreign policy because 
Turkey’s military operations in Northern Syria signified a veritable rupture from its traditional 
“non-involvement in internal affairs” strategy. It was also viewed as a reflection of Turkey’s 
free-rider position in international politics. One of the incremental changes triggered by the 
Syrian crisis has been the growing role that security plays in Turkey’s foreign policy stance 
with external military power diffusion ambitions. This trend was demonstrated by the estab-
lishment of Turkey’s first African military base in Somalia in 2017 to balance against both 
Western powers and Gulf states in the Horn of Africa (Cannon and Donelli 2021: 1-22) and 
by its pro-active engagement in the Libyan crisis as well as the use of Turkish-made armed 
unmanned drones in regional crises. These actions can be seen as the operationalization of 
status-competition strategies aiming to strengthen its status as a key international player in 
regional and global politics. 

Second, the Eastern Mediterranean crisis is mainly due to ongoing geopolitical rivalry 
between Greece and Turkey. Both countries’ status aspirations at the regional and international 
levels are interdependent and mutually constructed. Their quest for status in the international 
system has also been shaped by their strategic and geopolitical competition in the Aegean Sea 
and Eastern Mediterranean. The recent re-escalation of Greece-Turkey tensions in the Eastern 
Mediterranean has been fueled by gas discoveries, with each side defending its right to ex-
plore for the discovered hydrocarbons. In this vein, Turkey “has doubled down on its energy 
exploration activities both in the eastern Mediterranean and the Black Sea, which recently 
culminated in a major gas discovery” (Dalay 2021). Turkey’s military operations in the Medi-
terranean is part of the transformational autonomous stance of its foreign policy, since these 
are backed by the ‘Blue Homeland’ ideology and Turkey has disregarded the eventual negative 
repercussions of its actions on its relations with European partners.

Third, Turkey’s current decision to veto Finland and Sweden’s NATO membership ap-
plication can be considered another manifestation of its transformational foreign policy since 
the country wants to break with its past pro-western stance by advocating its vital interest’s 
vis-a-vis the Western block. Turkey uses its veto power as bargaining power to obtain conces-
sions from its NATO allies regarding specific controversial issues such as the delivery of the 
F-35 the end of some of its allies’ support to the PKK-affiliated terrorist group YPG, as well as 
the lifting of the arm embargos imposed on Turkey by its Western partners since October 2019 
(Mac Dougall and Samar 2022).

On the other hand, Turkey’s quest for enhanced status through status-competition strate-
gies also led to transactional changes, since bilateral deals instead are gaining prominence in 
its external moves. In the political sphere, Turkey has made efforts to increase the number of 
its diplomatic ties worldwide through the opening of diplomatic relations from Asia to Africa 
and Latin America (Website of the Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs). These relations are 
important for Turkey as a means of gaining broader support from its peers in international 
institutions and to easily conclude bilateral deals in economic, security, and political spheres. 
This is exemplified by the fact that key businessmen are always part of the Turkish President’s 
delegation during his official visits to partner countries, and important deals are easily negoti-
ated in favor of Turkish business groups by the end of the presidential visits (Şahin 2021).
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Likewise, transactional foreign policy informed by status competition has also led to 
some inconsistencies between Turkey’s foreign policy attitudes and to a case-by-case foreign 
policy approach without clear-cut long-term strategies since 2011. This view is firstly substan-
tiated in the case of Turkey’s relations with the Gulf countries, namely Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE). In the Middle East, from the onset of the Arab spring till recent-
ly Turkey’s relations with these Gulf Arab countries were tense, and their diplomatic relations 
deteriorated over division on the Muslim Brotherhood issue, with Turkey and Qatar being the 
main regional supporters of the group while Saudi Arabia and the UAE oppose these revo-
lutionary forces as a threat to the established order in the Arab world and to their legitimacy 
(Kardaş 2021). These divisions have been deepened with the embargo put on Qatar in 2017 by 
the so-called Quartet (Saudi Arabia, UAE, Bahrain, and Egypt), following the former’s refusal 
to positively respond to the latter’s demands of cutting ties with Iran and Turkey and stopping 
its support to the Muslim Brotherhood combined with the failed 2016 coup d’état in Turkey. 
These developments led to Turkey’s rapprochement with Qatar and to its further distancing 
from Saudi Arabia and UAE, as well as an increasing struggle for regional leadership between 
the two blocks in the Middle East and Islamic world (Kardaş 2021).

This suddenly started to change when the embargo on Qatar was lifted in late 2020, 
leading to a normalization of Qatar’s relations with the Gulf club and thus increasing the costs 
for Turkey to continue these unfriendly relations with Saudi Arabia and UAE (Cinkara 2022). 
These events, combined with Turkey’s huge need for liquidity to fuel its growing economy and 
broad status competition strategies in times of escalating financial crisis,1 have been one of the 
main drivers behind Ankara’s engagement in a normalization process with Saudi Arabia and 
UAE since late 2021. This process has been marked by the recent visits by President Erdogan 
to Riyadh and Abu Dhabi in April and February 2022, respectively, which ended with the 
signature of several cooperation agreements in many areas including environment, trade, tech-
nology, and energy as well as on direct investment and stock exchanges with the UAE (Daily 
Sabah 2022a). In the same line, the fact that Turkey’s recent decision in April 2022 to transfer 
the case of Jamal Khashoggi, a Saudi journalist assassinated at the Kingdom’s Istanbul con-
sulate in October 2018, to the Saudi authorities (Daily Sabah 2022b), was taken a few weeks 
before President Erdogan’s official visit to the late King Salman bin Abdul-Aziz Al Saud of 
Saudi Arabia (Türkiye Cumhurriyeti Cumhurbaşkanlığı News 2022) further substantiates the 
transactional feature of this sudden move.

Moreover, there is no doubt that Turkey also competes with the European partners in 
Africa and has criticized French intervention in the Sahel as essentially counterproductive 
and a neocolonial France-Afrique instrument (Ramani 2021). Turkey is one of the potential 
partners in the current trend of strategic partners’ diversification occurring in many African 
countries since Turkish-made military equipment are growingly been sold to African countries 
facing security issues (Armstrong 2021). Turkey is strengthening bilateral ties with economic 
giants in Africa such as Algeria, Ethiopia, Nigeria, and South Africa as part of its transactional 
foreign policy and Turkish infrastructure companies are increasingly been awarded contracts 

1 Abu Dhabi also announced a $10 billion fund for investments in Turkey during the visit.
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for the implementation of huge infrastructural projects in Africa.2 However, Turkey’s harsh 
criticisms of its European partners’ external policies stand in sharp contrast with its persistent 
determination to be granted EU membership sooner or later as found in several discourses. 

Lastly, in the context of the current Ukrainian crisis, Turkey has taken a position dif-
ferent from that of its NATO allies that allows the country to maintain friendly relations with 
both Russia and Ukraine (Türkdoğan 2023). Indeed, Turkey undoubtedly condemns Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine, which has been clarified by its affirmative votes to the UNGA’s three 
resolutions, but at the same time, the country refuses to follow its NATO allies by imposing 
sanctions on Russia partly because of its need to keep friendly relations from Russia, the latter 
being an important partner in the energy and tourism sectors. Turkish Presidential Spokesman 
Ibrahim Kalin said on March 1, 2022, made clear Turkey’s intentions not to impose sanctions 
against Russia on the following grounds: “We are not in the opinion of imposing sanctions 
against Russia. We have commercial ties such as natural gas, tourism, and agriculture. We do 
not want to make a harmful move for our country” (Hürriyet Daily News 2022).

Social Creativity 

Turkey also makes use of social-creativity strategies, especially in the field of development co-
operation, to indicate its distinctiveness from both the established great powers and its peers. 
In this regard, Turkey has advanced the argument that its development cooperation policies are 
different from both those of established Western powers and other rising powers by develop-
ing a Turkish model of development cooperation, the so-called Ankara Consensus (Donelli 
2018: 57-76). The Ankara Consensus is considered an alternative to both the Chinese-led 
Beijing model of development and the U.S.-led Washington model. To illustrate this positive 
distinctiveness, Turkey uses several discourses drawn from its history and culture. 

In the context of its aid policies toward the African continent, Turkey argues that its 
approach to the African continent and other countries in the developing world is based on 
mutual respect, brotherhood, and win-win logic to underline its positive distinctiveness from 
the Western powers and other rising powers engaging with the developing world. Turkey also 
praises its demand-oriented development cooperation policies with the argument that its in-
terventions are generally done upon request from the recipient countries, which enhance its 
partners’ ownership over development projects, as well as the need-based feature of its aid 
policies. 

Yet this demand-oriented feature can be counterproductive since it generally does not 
come from the citizens of the recipient countries but are most often formulated by their politi-
cal authorities during official visits paid by Turkish authorities to African countries. In this 
context, the government-centered feature of Turkey’s aid policies poses the potential risk that 
the priorities formulated by the government may not reflect the real needs of the local popula-
tions but will only serve to fuel their egoistic and non-democratic political agenda. This point 
is corroborated by some scholars who highlight that “personal relations between President 

2 Kigali Arena in Rwanda, east Africa’s biggest stadium as well the Olympic swimming pool and the world-class 
stadium in Senegal have been built by Turkish construction firms.
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Erdogan and high-level officials of the recipient countries can determine which projects are 
chosen to be supported since on many occasions new development projects were spontane-
ously approved by the president during his trips abroad without consultation with the advisory 
body.” (Maza 2014).

Turkey’s involvement in the Somali crisis in 2011 coincided with the visit of then Prime 
Minister Erdogan to the risky and conflict-ridden zone—particularly in a context where all 
international actors had fled the country for security reasons—further enhanced Turkey’s 
uniqueness as a global humanitarian actor. To further demonstrate this uniqueness in the fields 
of development cooperation and humanitarian actorness, Turkey succeeded in surpassing the 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development’s (OECD) 0.7% Gross National 
Product (GNI) ratio and was ranked as the second country with the highest ratio of Official 
Development Assistance (ODA)/GNI in 2020, just behind Sweden. As a result of its perfor-
mance, Turkey aims to confirm that despite not being ranked among the countries with the 
highest GNI per capita in the world, it nevertheless disburses a substantial amount of ODA to 
countries in need.

These social-creativity strategies reinforce the transactional character of Turkey’s for-
eign policy because they aim to improve the image of Turkey in partner countries and to show 
the specificity of its foreign policy which is said to put the human beings at the center of its 
approach to the partner countries. By granting Turkey a ‘good’ image in partner countries 
through the construction of discourses highlighting the distinctive positive approach of Tur-
key, especially in the field of development cooperation, social-creativity strategies contribute 
to the flourishing of bilateral economic, political, and/or security deals between Turkey and its 
partner countries. In other words, they are likely to provide a comparative advantage to Tur-
key vis-a-vis other external partners that are engaged in the same partner countries, especially 
in the granting of huge project contracts to Turkish companies. In this vein, some scholars 
underline those non-economic instruments such as development and humanitarian aid have 
been predominantly used to ease the achievement of Turkey’s economic goals in sub-Saharan 
Africa (Parlar Dal and Dipama 2020: 252-253). To illustrate this point, some observers con-
tended that Turkey’s well-praised humanitarian intervention in Somalia in 2011 has resulted in 
the priority given to Turkish companies by the Somali government for the implementation of 
important infrastructure projects, including the renovation and management of Mogadishu’s 
airport and seaport in 2013(Achilles et al. 2015:20; The Somali Investor 2016).

Conclusion 
This paper provides new insights into the existing literature on status and foreign policy by 
examining how Turkey’s appetite for enhanced status in international politics since the 2000s 
has resulted in changes in its foreign policy stances.

Itargues that the execution of social-mobility strategies, in which a lower-status state 
seeks membership in a higher-status club in exchange for adopting and internalizing the high-
er-status group’s norms and values, results in incremental and transformational changes in 
the foreign policy stances of the lower-status state. In contrast, social competition, in which 
states seeking higher status compete for material power with either a higher-status group of 
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countries or with countries of equal status, leads to both transformational and transactional 
changes in the goals and objectives of that state. Likewise, the use of social-creativity strate-
gies, by demonstrating the positive distinctiveness of the lower-status state in one policy area 
without contesting the legitimacy of the current international power hierarchy, paves the way 
to transactional foreign policy change since the overall foreign policy’s goals and orientations 
of the lower-status state remain unchanged, although some changes may be observed in one 
specific issue area.

In the case of Turkey, this paper contends that from 2002 to 2010, Turkey pursued pre-
dominantly a social mobility strategy to enhance its status, and that this led to a greater extent 
transformational change in its foreign policy orientation. the period 2002-2010 also witnessed 
some transactional changes in Turkish foreign policy. In this respect, the acceptance of Tur-
key’s candidacy application to the EU combined with the opening of accession negotiations 
in 2005 led to a complete restructuring of Turkey’s foreign policy orientation. This is evident 
in the important democratic and liberal reforms undertaken by Turkey, its efforts to normalize 
its relations with its neighbors, and to enhance its role-model status in the tumultuous Middle 
Eastern region by engaging in mediation activities to help solve conflicts related to the Arab 
spring. This marked a complete shift in Turkey’s foreign policy orientation—away from the 
Republican era’s passive stance and from the immediate post-Cold War’s politico-military 
foreign policy visions—and toward an increasing emphasis on norms and values with Turkey 
positioning itself as a role model, Muslim-majority country that can export Western norms to 
the countries in its neighborhood. Under this period however, some transactional stances were 
observed in Turkey’s foreign policy as demonstrated by the fact that Turkey’s participation to 
NATO’s military operation in Afghanistan in 2001 was purely transactional without any im-
pact on the country’s ideational foundations.

Even though Turkey’s efforts to use social mobility as a status-boosting strategy over-
whelmingly led to transformational changes in its overall foreign policy orientations from 
2002 to 2010, this trend started to change from 2010 onward amid increasing regional and 
global challenges magnified by the outbreak of the Syrian crisis and worsening tensions with 
its Western partners, especially following the July 2016 failed coup d’état. 

Thus, this paper contends that from 2010 onward, Turkey has been making use of so-
cial-competition and social-creativity strategies more intensively than social mobility to en-
hance its status in global politics and that the pursuit of these strategies has predominantly led 
to transactional changes rather than transformational change in its foreign policy, although 
status-competition strategies have sometimes resulted in transformational changes such as the 
‘Blue Homeland’ slogan accompanying Turkey’s maritime operations in the Mediterranean, 
the development of its defense industry, and the external projection of its military power as 
part of the ‘Great Turkey’ project. The transactional changes can also be exemplified by the 
increase in the number of bilateral deals with extra-regional countries, the rising geopolitical 
competition among its peers, and the inconsistencies in its foreign policy behaviors towards its 
Western allies and other regional actors like the Gulf countries. For instance, the normalization 
process in Turkey’s relations with Saudi Arabia and the UAE that started in late 2021 suddenly 
came in sharp contrast to the tense relations they held for almost 10 years is partly justified by 
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the normalization of these two Gulf countries’ relations with Turkey’s ally Qatar but also by 
Turkey’s need to secure liquidity from these rich Gulf countries to nourish its status-competi-
tion strategies in the context of the dire financial crisis in Turkey. 

In the context of status competition, Turkey has been competing with both established 
and rising powers for more power in global politics. In this respect, Turkey has started to 
widen its cohort of external partners, especially in the developing world, to secure their sup-
port for Turkey in international institutions and to facilitate bilateral economic, political, and 
security deals. Turkey has also developed its defense industry not only to fight against terrorist 
groups threatening its national security but also to enhance its material power on the global 
stage while at the same time securing defense deals with third countries. In addition to the 
status competition, Turkey has also used social creativity as an instrument to boost its inter-
national status, which is evident in development cooperation and securing bilateral economic 
deals with third countries. 
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