
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=ftur20

Turkish Studies

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/ftur20

Turkey’s approach to the Arab spring revisited:
political field and foreign policy in the AKP era

Francesco D’Alema

To cite this article: Francesco D’Alema (13 Jun 2024): Turkey’s approach to the Arab
spring revisited: political field and foreign policy in the AKP era, Turkish Studies, DOI:
10.1080/14683849.2024.2365849

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/14683849.2024.2365849

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 13 Jun 2024.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 397

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=ftur20
https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/ftur20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/14683849.2024.2365849
https://doi.org/10.1080/14683849.2024.2365849
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=ftur20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=ftur20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14683849.2024.2365849?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14683849.2024.2365849?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14683849.2024.2365849&domain=pdf&date_stamp=13 Jun 2024
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14683849.2024.2365849&domain=pdf&date_stamp=13 Jun 2024


Turkey’s approach to the Arab spring revisited: 
political field and foreign policy in the AKP era
Francesco D’Alema

School of Government and International Affairs, Durham University, Durham, UK

ABSTRACT
Drawing from Pierre Bourdieu’s field theory, this article sheds light on the 
relationship between the AKP’s foreign policy toward the Middle East and its 
twenty-year rule in Turkey. It argues that Turkish foreign policy can be 
understood by looking at the evolving strategies adopted by AKP in the 
political field. In the early 2010s, the AKP emphasized conservative social 
values, neo-liberal reformism, and support for the Arab Spring to accumulate 
political capital. However, as the expected regional change did not 
materialize, and as domestic legitimacy eroded, the party has resorted to an 
increasingly nationalist discourse to preserve its dominant position.
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Introduction

At the end of March 2014, the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve 
Kalkınma Partisi, AKP) recorded yet another victory in the Turkish local 
elections. In Ankara, cheering crowds gathered outside the party headquar-
ters to celebrate this outcome. Then Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, 
leader of the AKP, held a speech from one of the building’s balconies. After 
greeting ecstatic supporters, the 81 Turkish provinces, and the ‘sister and 
friendly capitals and cities of the world,’ he continued by saying: 

I thank my brothers in Palestine who saw our victory as their victory. I thank 
my brothers in Egypt who are struggling for democracy and who understand 
our struggle very well. […] I thank my suffering brothers in Syria who pray for 
our victory although in a great pain, facing starvation and under bombs and 
bullets.1

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group 
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http:// 
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any 
medium, provided the original work is properly cited. The terms on which this article has been published allow the 
posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent. 

CONTACT  Francesco D’Alema dalemafrancesco32@gmail.com School of Government and 
International Affairs, Durham University, The Al-Qasimi Building Elvet Hill Road, Durham DH1 3TU, UK

TURKISH STUDIES 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14683849.2024.2365849

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14683849.2024.2365849&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-06-12
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:dalemafrancesco32@gmail.com
http://www.tandfonline.com


These references to the Palestinian question, the struggle for democracy 
underway in Egypt, and the Syrian civil war reflect the great foreign policy 
investment the AKP made toward the Middle East since the party won its 
first general election in 2002. Indeed, under the leadership of Erdoğan, 
Turkish foreign policy in the region was characterized by a proactive 
approach. This could be seen during the Arab Spring, when the AKP enthu-
siastically supported the uprisings and the consequent emergence of the 
Muslim Brotherhood and similar movements as the leading political forces 
after the collapse of the old authoritarian regimes. The abovementioned 
speech also demonstrates how foreign policy themes had been incorporated 
into the national political discourse and were being used as a strategy to 
cement the AKP’s hold on its conservative constituency, while also trying 
to legitimize itself as the representative of the religious masses in the 
Middle East.2 This suggests a connection between AKP’s domestic political 
discourse and its foreign policy, a relationship that has already been at the 
center of numerous works.

Within this debate, analysts and scholars have depicted Turkish foreign 
policy toward the Middle East under the AKP as driven by both the projec-
tion of its ‘soft power’ and the promotion of Turkey as a political model for 
the region.3 This understanding was based on three aspects that character-
ized the AKP political experience between 2002 and 2013. First, under the 
auspices of Ahmet Davutoğlu’s ‘zero problems with neighbors’ principle, 
Turkey’s regional policy marked a shift from the previous security-oriented 
approach.4 Second, the AKP’s domestic governance, which initially featured 
pro-market economic policies, moderate political liberalization, appeal to 
religious constituencies, and efforts to peacefully solve the Kurdish issue, 
attracted the interests of the media and academics around the world,5 includ-
ing Arab intellectuals and politicians.6 Third, Erdoğan’s criticism of Israeli 
policies toward the Palestinians bolstered his popularity and prestige in 
the Arab World.7

The AKP’s foreign policy experienced an evolution during the Arab 
Spring. Indeed, while Turkish leaders had neither presented their country 
as a model of political development, nor publicly called for political 
change in the region, these aspects became fundamental features of AKP’s 
foreign policy and domestic political discourse during and after the outbreak 
of the Arab Spring.8 This was encouraged by the initial electoral successes of 
the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and of Ennahda in Tunisia, which seemed 
to strengthen the relevance of the AKP as an example of compatibility 
between religious constituencies and democratic-neoliberal government 
practices.9 However, after more than a decade from the beginning of the 
Arab Spring, this situation has radically changed. In Syria, Bashar al-Assad 
managed to preserve his regime, while the resultant uprising and repression 
degenerated into a bloody civil war. In Egypt, the brief political experiment 
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that began in 2012 with the presidency of Mohamed Morsi – a member of the 
Muslim Brotherhood – was suppressed a year later by a coup led by General 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi. In Tunisia, in July 2021, President Kais Saied dissolved 
the parliament, removed the prime minister, and commenced a crackdown 
against civil society and political parties, including Ennahda.

Concurrently, since 2013, the AKP’s rule in Turkey experienced a signifi-
cant transformation in light of the electoral alliance created with the Nation-
alist Movement Party (Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi, MHP), the purges which 
occurred after the 2016 attempted coup, and the controversial constitutional 
reform that transformed the country into a presidential republic. These 
changes in the domestic realm are closely linked to a shift in foreign 
policy discourse. The latter evolved from explicit support for a democratic 
change in the Middle East, to a more populist, militaristic, and nationalist 
posture,10 characterized by an aggressive rhetoric targeting the West and 
the Kurdish political groups in Syria,11 and, more recently, by attempts to 
restore ties with authoritarian regimes in the region.12

This evolution leads one to reconsider the relationship between domestic 
political struggles and foreign policy, both theoretically and empirically. 
While the impact of the domestic rise of AKP on Turkish foreign policy 
has been explored by different approaches, few works engage with both the 
changing mode of governance of the AKP and the gradual change in 
Turkish foreign policy. Through a relational and historical-sociological analy-
sis, this article addresses this gap. It argues that Turkish foreign policy during 
the Arab Spring was the product of the political struggle between the AKP and 
the old Kemalist establishment. Accordingly, foreign policy discourses – 
including the so-called Turkish model – served to solidify the position of 
the party in the national political arena, and was later abandoned once the 
pillars of AKP’s domestic political domination changed. In developing the 
argument, the article relies on Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of political field. 
Therefore, this work contributes to the literature concerning the role of dom-
estic politics in shaping foreign policy in the AKP era, as well as to the stream 
of works advancing sociological and relational perspectives on Turkey.

In carrying out this research, I have adopted a mixed methodology. To 
map the position of the AKP in the political field, I have engaged with exist-
ing literature on Turkish politics and Turkish foreign policy, which includes 
academic and secondary literature. In addition, I have carried out a Bour-
dieu-informed discursive analysis of speeches and texts found in existing 
works, websites, and articles directly written by AKP members. This com-
bined research approach underscores Bourdieu’s theoretical contribution 
to Turkish studies, which involves a sociologically informed analysis that 
connects both the external (foreign policy) and the internal dimension of 
the evolution of AKP’s rule. As such, the below analysis seeks to unveil 
how discourses reproduce strategies of accumulation of political capital.13
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The article in structured as follows. The next section provides a brief dis-
cussion of the contribution of Bourdieu’s political field in explaining the 
relationship between AKP’s domestic rule and foreign policy discourses. It 
is followed by an examination of the historical trajectory of the AKP in 
the Turkish political field from the foundation of the party to the Gezi 
Park protest. This analysis demonstrates how foreign policy discourses 
emerged from the political struggle between the AKP and the Kemalist estab-
lishment in the national field. The following section explores the develop-
ments leading to a change in the AKP’s discourse. Finally, the conclusions 
are presented.

Bourdieu in Ankara: political field, national politics, and foreign 
policy discourses

Much of the previous literature on Turkish foreign policy addresses the 
relationships between domestic politics and foreign policy through idea-
tional factors. These include AKP’s ‘national role conception’ as a model 
country,14 its vision of state identity,15 and its ideological preferences 
toward Islamism.16 While these works have made noteworthy contributions, 
they lack a theoretically-informed connection between ideas deployed in 
foreign policy and the socio-political dynamics underpinning AKP’s dom-
estic power. This connection cannot be grasped by current International 
Relations (IR) and Foreign Policy Analysis scholarship concerned with the 
role of ideational constructs, since it tends to neglect the issue of power.17

This article extends existing analyses to go beyond the identification of idea-
tional constructs guiding AKP’s foreign policy. It focuses on analyzing the 
structure of power behind foreign policy discourses. This understanding is 
crucial in deciphering how foreign policy sustains AKP’s domestic political 
domination.

The connection between ideas, socio-political power, and foreign policy is 
a crucial aspect of both the historical sociological and historical materialist 
traditions in IR. Through these different lenses, the ideas and discourses 
underpinning AKP’s foreign policy are seen as integral components of the 
hegemonic project of a rising bourgeoisie.18 However, the prevailing incli-
nation of these theoretical traditions to explain international political 
phenomena, whether directly or indirectly, through the mode of economic 
production presents a challenge when attempting to paint a comprehensive 
picture of the AKP era. Indeed, while Turkey’s regional policy before the 
uprisings was characterized by the creation of market opportunities for the 
bourgeoisie – to the extent to which some analysist referred to Turkey as a 
‘trading state’19 – after 2011, the AKP reorganized its discourse around the 
necessity to promote democracy in the Middle East. This shift put 
Ankara’s regional trade relations at risk, as seen in the cases of trade with 
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Syria and Libya. This change in behavior cannot solely be attributed to the 
preferences of a social class that had benefited from the previous regional 
posture of the Turkish state. In this sense, the AKP was never a passive 
instrument of the Turkish bourgeoisie.

In this context, one can appreciate the relevance of Pierre Bourdieu’s politi-
cal sociology. In particular, his concept of political field represents a crucial 
analytical tool for the deconstruction of the power structures underlying the 
adoption of specific foreign policy discourses. Concurrently, Bourdieu’s field 
theory, with its focus on the autonomy of the different spheres of social life, 
diverges from the economic determinism and structuralism which character-
ized the historical sociological and historical materialist traditions in IR. A 
key aspect of Bourdieusian theory is the attention to the linkages between 
ideas and power. According to Bourdieu, the production of ideas is always 
related to the conquest and preservation of power,20 which, in the political 
arena, depends on the mobilization of segments of society behind discourses. 
As Thompson points out, Bourdieu’s political field is the site where ‘words are 
actions and the symbolic character of power is a stake,’21 that is the power to be 
recognized as a legitimate spokesperson of the nation, to impose beliefs, and to 
change the social world by changing the categories of its representation.22

Before introducing the key concept of political field, it is necessary to 
discuss the key concepts underpinnings Bourdieu’s theory, according to 
which the social world is divided in a series of relatively autonomous 
social universes that he terms fields. A field can be defined as both a struc-
tured relational space of positions and as an arena where different agents 
struggle for domination.23 The functioning of a field is regulated by what 
he terms doxa: a shared belief, or an internalized set of taken-for-granted 
rules accepted by all players. Bourdieu defines doxa as ‘the ordinary accep-
tance of the usual order which goes without saying and therefore usually 
goes unsaid.’24 Despite being perceived as natural, doxa reflects the power 
relations between the different positions in the field. Therefore, the rules 
of the field are not neutral as the boundaries of the field itself are at stake 
in the wake of power struggle. The struggle over the demarcation of the 
field – which, at its core, is a struggle over the interpretation of doxa (or 
over the very definition of doxa itself) – is reflected by Bourdieu’s contrapo-
sition of heterodox and orthodox positions, namely between those who have 
‘an interest in pushing back the limits of doxa and exposing the arbitrariness 
of the taken for granted’ and those who have ‘an interest in defending the 
[original] integrity of doxa.’25 To compete in these social arenas, agents 
must acquire a ‘sense of the game,’ or habitus. For Bourdieu, habitus is a 
system of durable and transportable dispositions that works both as ‘struc-
tured structure’ and a ‘structuring structure.’26 On the one hand, habitus is 
shaped by the structure of the field. On the other hand, it generates and 
organizes agents’ strategies in the field.
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The relations and struggles between different positions or agents are 
determined by the possession of field-specific resources or capital. A signifi-
cant aspect of innovation in Bourdieu’s theory is the extension of the concept 
of capital beyond the material and economic dimensions, so to include social, 
cultural,27 and symbolic capital. The latter is the most important resource in 
the social universe and is defined as ‘the acquisition of a reputation for com-
petence and an image of respectability and honourability that are easily con-
verted into political positions.’28 Symbolic capital disguises the perpetration 
of an act of power by presenting it as ‘legitimate demands for recognition, 
deference, obedience, or the services of others.’29 The accumulation of this 
‘supreme’ form of capital allows the exercise of symbolic power (or symbolic 
violence), which is defined as ‘that invisible power which can be exercised 
only with the complicity of those who do not want to know that they are 
subject to it or even themselves exercise it.’30 The social agent who is in 
the position of exercising symbolic power is therefore in the position of 
imposing the ‘legitimate vision of the social world and of its divisions,’31

effectively camouflaging its own privileged position in the field under a 
mantle of legitimacy.

This struggle over different visions of the social order is the defining char-
acter of the political field, which is the field where political agents, including 
political parties and politicians, struggle for symbolic domination.32 Bour-
dieu defines the functioning of the political field by using the notion of 
supply and demand, according to which political parties produce and sell 
political goods (policies and ideas) to the citizens-consumers.33 In exchange, 
politicians obtain political support in the form of credit and prestige. Politi-
cal capital, a form of symbolic capital,34 is thus the source of power that 
delineates the structure of the political field. Political capital is accumulated 
through political discourses aimed at mobilizing segments of the population 
behind particular visions of the political order, which Bourdieu defines ‘prin-
ciples of vision and division.’35 In this sense, the political field is ‘the site par 
excellence in which agents seek to form and transform their visions of the 
world and thereby the world itself.’36

In this article, I posit that foreign policy discourses are part of these prin-
ciples of vision. In other words, they are part and parcel of the strategies of 
accumulation of political capital deployed by political agents. Through the 
conceptualization of foreign policy discourses as political discourses, it is 
possible to view the international dimension as a constant presence in the 
development of domestic power struggles, thus appreciating how the 
agents’ positions in the political field are key to their interpretation and 
depiction of external events.

In this perspective, the AKP’s foreign policy during the Arab Spring was 
the product of a power struggle between an orthodox Kemalist (secularist 
and nationalist) principle of vision and a rising heterodox position embodied 
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by the AKP. This struggle defined the structure of the Turkish political field 
in the 2000s and early 2010s and was characterized by an appeal to democ-
racy and to religious values by the AKP to mobilize an emerging pious bour-
geoisie and thus enhance its position in the field. In this context, foreign 
policy is part of AKP’s strategies of accumulation of political capital The 
Arab Spring offered AKP the opportunity to further accumulate prestige 
by presenting its principle of vision as the leading ideological force behind 
the democratic transformation of the region. However, as the regional upris-
ings failed to lead to such transformation, and the AKP’s own domestic dom-
inance started to crumble with the contestation in Gezi Park in 2013 and the 
rise of the Kurdish left-wing political party, the AKP needed to re-define its 
strategies of accumulation to attract new social constituencies.

Locating the AKP in the Turkish political field from its 
foundation to Gezi Park: the democratic-conservative principle 
of vision and foreign policy discourse under the AKP

Turkey’s support for the democratic transformation of the Middle East 
during the Arab Spring can be considered as the international dimension 
of AKP’s strategies of accumulation of political capital in the national politi-
cal field. Therefore, to understand the genesis of this foreign policy rhetoric, 
and how it connects to the first decade of AKP’s rule, it is necessary to 
examine the political habitus of the AKP, which emerges from the interplay 
between the structure of the field and the history of the party. The trajectory 
of the AKP can be traced back to the Turkish Islamic movement and to the 
political experiences of the different political parties emerged from the reli-
gious organization Millî Görüş (National Outlook). It was within this politi-
cal group that the cadres of the AKP, including Erdoğan, had their first 
political socialization, which eventually helped them construct a relation 
with religious voters. Therefore, the conflictual relationship between the 
Millî Görüş and the Kemalist establishment is crucial in understanding the 
ideological foundation of the AKP.

As Akdeniz and Göker argue, the Turkish political field has been histori-
cally characterized by a secularist and nationalist doxa, which they define as a 
‘Republican cosmology,’37 but can be also called Kemalism. In this context, 
Islamism and religious political discourses were regarded as forms of heresy, 
to be excluded from the universe of legitimate political discourses. This 
exclusion was enacted through different strategies. For instance, in his 
famous 1927 speech, the Nutuk, Ataturk included secularism as one of the 
six main principles of the Republic, while, at the same time, reinterpreting 
the history of Turkish people by downsizing the role of Islam and stressing 
the pre-Islamic past of the Turks.38 Afterwards, throughout Republican 
history, Kemalist positions in the field framed Islam, and the Islamic 
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Movement, as ‘inherently and categorically opposed to their civilizing 
mission,’39 and labeled any reference to religion in the field as ‘reactionary’. 
Notably, the exclusion of Islamists also served to justify the position of army 
officers in the field, effectively portraying them as ‘the guardians of Kemal-
ism,’40 a privilege which they had already gained by virtue of their funda-
mental role in the creation of the field itself during the period of Mustafa 
Kemal’s direct rule.41

The secularist logic within the field was weakened by two developments. 
First, in 1980s, the military employed religious symbols to curb the influence 
of leftist-communist socio-political movements in politics and society.42 This 
tendency, known as ‘Turkish-Islamic synthesis’, can be considered as an 
attempt by the Kemalists to redefine Islam according to Turkish nationalism. 
Secondly, since the 1980s, the political field has experienced increasing exter-
nal pressures. Indeed, the neoliberal reforms began under Turgut Özal in the 
1980s, weakened the secularist state’s bureaucracy while favoring the inte-
gration of large sections of rural populations into the middle class, leading 
to the subsequent rise of a new provincial bourgeoisie.43 These new social 
positions developed in synergy with religious networks active in the fields 
of culture and education, such as Hizmet, the organization led by 
America-based preacher Fetullah Gülen. Throughout the 1980s and the 
early 1990s, Özal’s Motherland Party (Anavatan Partisi, ANAP), was the 
main representative of these societal forces within the political field. 
However, with the decline of the ANAP following the death of its charismatic 
leader in 1993, the Millî Görüş and its political wing, led by Necmettin 
Erbakan and the Welfare Party (Refah Partisi, RP), positioned themselves 
as the political representatives of these social positions. Despite electoral suc-
cesses in both the 1994 municipal elections (which saw the election of a 
young Erdoğan as mayor of Istanbul) and in the 1995 general elections, 
the RP failed to cement its position in the field, as the 1997 ‘post-modern 
coup’ testified.

The RP’s failure to turn these significant changes in Turkey’s socio-econ-
omic fabric into political capital was mainly due to the outdated habitus of 
the party, which was unable to balance its idealistic manifesto with the prac-
tical necessities of the Kemalist-dominated field. Therefore, the establish-
ment had enough space to censor both its overture toward Iran and the 
Middle East in foreign policy and the perceived latent ‘Islamization’ of 
society ‘promoted’ by the Erbakan administration. This put the establish-
ment in the position of exercising its prerogative of guarantor of the preser-
vation of the integrity of the Kemalist doxa. For instance, during a trip to 
Washington, DC, in February 1997, General Çevik Bir warned that 
‘Turkey today is faced with a radical Islamic threat. As the military, we 
have to speak out.’44 Following a memorandum issued by the army later 
that month, Erbakan was forced to resign, and the RP was later dissolved 
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by the Constitutional Court. The poor performance of the Millî Görüş in this 
power struggle played a role in its disaggregation. Between the end of 1990s 
and the early 2000s, a reformist faction led (among others) by Erdoğan and 
Abdullah Gül, emerged. After failing to take over the movement, the refor-
mists decided to abandon the Millî Görüş and to form a new party: the AKP.

The initial trajectory of the AKP in the political field consisted in the 
movement from Islamist heresy to democratic-conservative heterodoxy. 
This difference is perfectly explained by Bahri Zengin, a member of the 
old guard: 

[T]hey [the reformists] wanted to follow real politics, which meant that we 
must act according to political restrictions in Turkey. They said that the mili-
tary, the media and the big industrialists determined the political structure of 
Turkey and we had to try to get their support.45

In its manifesto, in addition to representing the religious constituency by 
maintaining some references to Islam as an important element of the cultural 
identity of the Turkish nation, the AKP also stressed its support for the core 
values of the Republic,46 outlining a neo-liberal economic program targeted 
toward the emerged provincial bourgeoisie.47 In this sense, the AKP inadver-
tently absorbed the Islamist challenge within the field’s boundaries.48 Never-
theless, the strategy of accumulation of political capital followed by the party 
represented a certain degree of break from the extant doxa, thus reflecting 
the heterodox position of the AKP as the vehicle for a gradual ‘doxic 
change’ within the field. The core of this strategy was the monopolization 
of the ‘democratization discourse’ by the party, which combined a pro- 
democracy rhetoric with the external pressures exercised on the political 
filed by the European Union’s (EU) integration process (which started in 
1999 and was initially supported by the AKP). For instance, Ece Özlem 
Atikcan and Kerem Öge stress how the enhancement of democracy was 
the most prominent theme in AKP members’ speeches leading up to the 
2010 referendum on judicial reform, which marked the decline of the 
army as a political agent.49

Understood this way, the AKP’s strategy aimed to challenge the bound-
aries of the existing political doxa by stressing the only element of 
Western political culture that questioned the dominant position of the mili-
tary: democratization. İbrahim Kalın, a member of the AKP, stressed how as 
values like ‘representative democracy, transparency, rule of law, human 
rights and free-market economy […] open up more space for a free 
market of ideas, the old Turkish secularism feels cornered and disenfran-
chised.’50 As a result, the call for democratic reforms and civilian rule, in 
addition to social conservatism and neoliberal governance, became integral 
components of the party’s strategy to accumulate political capital, which 
was based on what I refer as ‘democratic-conservative principle of vision’.
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Foreign policy discourse during this first part of the AKP’s rule is part of 
this principle of vision. Between 2002 and 2011, the AKP’s foreign policy dis-
course toward the Middle East was characterized by Ahmet Davutoğlu’s ‘zero 
problems with neighbors’ principle,51 as well as a strong emphasis on econ-
omic interdependence and on the role of Turkey as a facilitator of dialogue.52

In this context, the AKP neither claimed to be a model, nor particularly advo-
cated for democratic change in the region. In this regard, in 2004, Davutoğlu 
was clear in stressing that ‘Turkey does not want to be a model to anyone.’53

Nevertheless, democracy was framed as ‘Turkey’s most important soft 
power.’54 This discourse served the strategies of accumulation of political 
capital in two ways. First, the focus on the economy and economic interdepen-
dence in regional policy – also demonstrated by the free trade agreement with 
Syria which entered into force in 2007 – supported the economic interests of 
emerging bourgeoisie, which saw the opening of new market opportunities 
through AKP’s foreign policies. Second, by stressing the relevance of non-mili-
tary sources of power, this discourse legitimized the decreasing influence of the 
military in foreign policy and, consequently, in domestic politics.55

With the outbreak of the Arab Spring, AKP’s foreign policy discourse 
evolved. This change, however, was neither sudden nor abrupt. In the case 
of Libya, for instance, the AKP initially resisted the idea of an external inter-
vention.56 Nevertheless, since the uprisings, the AKP’s discourse incorpor-
ated a call to a political change in the region, and, later, the wish to export 
its political brand. This represented an attempt to impose its democratic- 
conservative principle of vision upon other political fields in the Middle East.

A significant input in this adaptation of the strategies of accumulation of 
the party came from the international discussion around the ‘Turkish 
model’. This concept was neither novel nor a genuine product of Turkish 
political field. Rather, it was firstly advanced by American politicians and 
foreign policy experts after the emergence of several Turkic Republics follow-
ing the collapse of the Soviet Union. At the time, the Turkish model of pol-
itical and economic development was seen by American leadership as a 
means of contrasting Iranian influence in the region.57 This discourse resur-
faced after 9/11, when, within the American field of expertise, the Turkish 
model began being seen as a response to the ‘clash of civilizations’ dis-
course.58 This discourse then moved from the field of cultural production 
to the American political field. Indeed, both Republican President George 
Bush and his Democratic successor Barack Obama repeatedly suggested 
that Turkey could act as a political model for the Muslim world.59 Mean-
while, during the Arab Spring, then Secretary of State Hillary Clinton 
affirmed that it was ‘vital’ that Middle Eastern countries ‘learn the lessons 
that Turkey has learned and is putting into practice every single day.’60

While American agents promoted this discourse because they mainly saw 
it as a useful tool to promote their political and economic model of 
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development in the Middle East,61 it would be simplistic to reduce its impact 
on Turkish foreign policy to center–periphery dynamics. Indeed, the AKP 
was certainly not a vehicle of American influence in the region. However, 
American infatuation for a Turkish model perfectly aligned with the evol-
ution of different political fields in the Middle East, where the AKP’s political 
experience was used by some Islamist parties to legitimize their rising pos-
ition in their respective political struggles. For example, Rashid Ghannouchi, 
the leader of Tunisia’s Ennahda, was unequivocal in his support for the idea 
that the Turkish experience was ‘the closest to the Tunisian situation’62 and 
that Turkey was ‘a model country […] in terms of democracy.’63 At the same 
time, Moroccan Islamists also debated the applicability of the Turkish 
model,64 and the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, during and after the 2012 
presidential campaign, ‘kept highlighting the political and doctrinal simi-
larities with Erdoğan.’65

Therefore, the Turkish decision to abandon what can be considered as an 
initially cautious approach in favor of full support for the demands of the 
Arab streets was neither dictated by a genuine desire to support the establish-
ment of liberal-democracies in the region, nor, as suggested by some,66 the 
sole result of ideological affinities between the AKP and Islamist parties in 
the Arab world. Rather, the changes occurred in Middle East politics 
during the Arab Spring created the space for the AKP to accumulate prestige, 
and, therefore, political capital, through the support for political change and 
for the rise of a new political class in the region. In other words, by present-
ing itself as the model, or source of inspiration, of post-authoritarian govern-
ments in the Arab world, the AKP accumulated international prestige that 
could be converted in political capital at home. Risky foreign policy moves 
can be better understood through this lens. An example is the support for 
the Syrian opposition against Bashar al-Assad, which was composed also 
by Islamist groups, including the Muslim Brotherhood. The AKP was 
ready to sacrifice good relations with Damascus, which had once been a 
great foreign policy accomplishment for the AKP government, to present 
itself as the main sponsor of a political change in Syria.

Importantly, AKP’s approach to the Arab Spring was not a break from the 
democratic-conservative principle of vision and not, therefore, from the pol-
itical habitus developed by the party in the domestic political field. Erdoğan’s 
Cairo speech in 2011 offers a fitting example. On that occasion, in front of an 
audience consisting in members of the Muslim Brotherhood, the then- 
Turkish Prime Minister called for the ‘new Egypt’ to adopt a secular consti-
tution, specifying, however, that it ‘is not secularism in the Anglo-Saxon or 
Western sense; a person is not secular, the state is secular.’67 This reference to 
secularism reflects the dispositions embodied by the AKP in the domestic 
struggle against the Kemalist establishment. Indeed, as written above, 
before challenging the Kemalist principle of vision, the AKP had to accept 
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the ‘rules of the game’ (including secularism) to be recognized as a legitimate 
player in the political field. At the same time, it pushed the boundaries of 
these rules by opposing the strict notion of Kemalist secularism, instead pro-
moting one that is more in line with the lifestyle of the AKP’s religious 
constituency.

Through this episode, it is possible to appreciate the complex strategy of 
accumulation of political capital deployed by the AKP during the Arab 
Spring. On the one hand, the foreign policy discourse must reflect the prac-
tical necessities of the national political game. On the other hand, this dis-
course was embedded in transnational power relations, in which the AKP 
tried to enhance its prestige not just by supporting like-minded political 
movements but imposing upon them, and, therefore, upon the political 
fields where they are located, its vision of the social world. Therefore, Erdo-
ğan’s ‘suggestion’ on secularism should be also read through the prisms of 
the symbolic power relations between the two groups, especially considering 
his position as the leader of the dominant group in the Turkish field, as well 
as his prestige in the Egyptian street (prior to the speech, Erdoğan received a 
triumphal welcome in Cairo). In other words, as Bourdieu would have put it, 
AKP’s policy toward the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood and other similar 
parties in the Arab world, was an attempt ‘to universalize the particularisms 
of a single historical tradition’;68 that is, to impose its principle of vision as 
the new common sense in the Middle Eastern political debate.

This operation of ‘export’ of a Turkish model was not straightforward. For 
example, the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood could not endorse the adoption 
of a secular constitution, as this would have empowered other Islamist 
groups in their field.69 Indeed, the Egyptian movement criticized the above-
mentioned part of Erdoğan’s speech. At the same time, other aspects of the 
so-called Turkish model – such as the ability to combine religiosity and basic 
democratic practices, as well as successful economic governance – attracted 
the interest and praise of Islamist political movements in the region, thus 
enhancing the symbolic capital of the party.70 As demonstration of the align-
ment of the strategies of accumulation of political capital between the AKP 
and these Arab-Islamist agents, Erdoğan’s party sent electoral advisers to 
Morsi and the Muslim Brotherhood during the 2012 elections to help 
them reshape their political message.71 The Turkish leadership was effec-
tively engaging in a complex game, in which the strengthening of its position 
in the national political field went hand to hand with the rise of these political 
groups during the Arab Spring.

In the national political field, this foreign policy served to mobilize politi-
cal capital and thus consolidate the symbolic power of the AKP within the 
field itself. This also explain the continuous references to foreign policy 
themes in the party’s discourse.72 An example of that was the speech deliv-
ered by Erdoğan after his triumph in the 2011 general elections: 
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Today, the Middle East, the Caucasus and the Balkans have won as much as 
Turkey … We will become much more active in regional and global affairs.  
… We will take on a more effective role. We will call, as we have, for rights 
in our region, for justice, for the rule of law, for freedom and democracy.73

By linking the AKP’s success to ‘rule of law, freedom, and democracy’ in the 
region, the then – Prime Minister tied a value-based foreign policy to the 
dominant position of the party. Importantly, this strategy of accumulation 
of political capital did not end with the wave of counterrevolution (and, in 
the case of Syria, of successful repressions) in the Middle East, nor with 
the Gezi Park protest. On the contrary, the commitment to a pro-democracy 
foreign policy discourse served as a mean to preserve Erdoğan position as the 
leader of the AKP and as the spokesperson on its constituency in a moment 
of crisis. In particular, the 2013 coup in Egypt which ousted Morsi was 
framed as ‘an attempt to destroy democracy.’74 This strong stance taken 
by Erdoğan was part of this strategy to mobilize religious and conservative 
constituencies behind the AKP.75 Therefore, when the pillars of AKP’s pos-
ition in the field seemed compromised, the opposition to authoritarianism in 
Egypt and confrontational foreign policy vis-à-vis the newly established 
regime of al-Sisi in Cairo (and against the regime of al-Assad in Syria) 
played an important role in preserving the strategy of accumulation of pol-
itical capital based on the image of the AKP as an agent supporting democ-
racy. Thus, after the August 2013 Rabaa square massacre (where at least one 
thousand pro-Morsi demonstrators were killed by the Egyptian army), refer-
ences to the plight of Egypt’s Islamists became recurrent in the AKP’s politi-
cal discourse (as demonstrated by the speech delivered after the 2014 local 
elections), while the four fingers salute representing the massacre became 
a widely used political symbol in political rallies held by Erdoğan and 
the AKP.76

The change in the strategies of accumulation: the emergence of 
the nationalist-conservative principle of vision

While Erdoğan managed to preserve his position in the Turkish political 
field, the collapse of Morsi’s government still dealt a significant blow to his 
party. The return to power of the Egyptian military, culminating in the estab-
lishment of the al-Sisi regime, fundamentally reshaped the Egyptian political 
field. Crucially, the exclusion of the Muslim Brotherhood – marked by their 
designation as a terrorist organization – was a pivotal aspect of this trans-
formation. As the Egyptian military received support from countries like 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, a gradual re-imposition of 
different authoritarian principles of vision took place throughout various 
political fields. This process of restoration was solidified by the failure of 
the anti-Assad revolt in Syria, where Erdoğan supported the opposition, as 
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well as by the more recent authoritarian turn in Tunisia, which led to a new 
wave of repression against political parties, particularly Ennahda. Within this 
evolving context, the democratic-conservative principle advocated by the 
AKP started to lose relevance, and the party’s stock of symbolic capital in 
the region began to diminish. Even though Erdoğan criticized the Gulf mon-
archies for their perceived collaboration with military intervention and ‘con-
doning terrorism,’77 these statements did little to bolster the AKP’s standing. 
Diplomatic relations between Turkey and Egypt deteriorated as al-Sisi 
severed ties with Ankara, while Saudi Arabia and their allies in Abu Dhabi 
took punitive measures against Turkish agents, ‘freezing them out of regional 
diplomacy and cancelling investments in Turkey.’78 Moreover, the AKP’s 
support for militant groups in Syria raised suspicions among the Arab 
public.79

However, while these external developments impacted the AKP’s pos-
ition in the national political field, the abandonment of the previous prin-
ciple of vision and the reconfiguration of the AKP’s political discourse was 
also made possible by concomitant internal circumstances. The first signal 
of transformation came from the Gezi Park protest. In addition to accusa-
tions of hypocrisy for the handling of the crisis, the AKP experienced the 
beginning of a rift among its ranks during the protests. While prominent 
members of the party defended the right to protest and apologized for 
the excessive use of force,80 Erdoğan took a tough stance against the pro-
tester, famously denouncing them as çapulcu (looters). This rift is also 
evident in the condemnation and criticism from agents in the intellectual 
and religious fields who used to recognize the AKP as their political repre-
sentative. For instance, the once-pro-AKP Mustafa Akyol argued that Erdo-
ğan’s new Turkey was no longer a democratic model for the Middle East 
and that it resembled a ‘poor imitation of the Kemalist ‘Old Turkey’.’81

Another example is the conflict between Erdoğan and Fethullah Gülen, 
whose movement Hizmet was influential in many fields of society and 
played a major role in the social, economic, and cultural rise of the 
AKP’s core constituency, the conservative bourgeoisie. In this conflictual 
context, media associated with the movement exploited the protests to cri-
ticize the government, thus questioning Erdoğan as the legitimate political 
representative of the dominant social class.82

In the aftermath of the Gezi Park protest, the AKP started to experience a 
transformation from ‘an ideological vehicle for the ‘devout bourgeoisie’ to an 
appendage of the personalized rule of […] Erdoğan.’83 This trajectory has 
been partially maintained by Erdoğan’s ability to sustain his claim to act 
as the legitimate representative of the AKP’s constituency. A passage from 
a speech delivered by Erdoğan in the summer of 2013 before a crowd of sup-
porters exemplifies his strategy of preservation: 
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Now I ask, is Malaysia here, is Kuala Lumpur here?’ The crowd replies with 
jubilation: ‘Here!’ So it goes on: ‘Is Pakistan here, is Lahore here? Is Macedonia 
here, is Skopje here? Is Gostivar here? Is Prizren here? Is Pristina here? Is 
Bosnia here, is Sarajevo here? Is Zenica here? Is Angola here? Is Myanmar 
here?’ Every time the audience answers, it goes on for minutes, from Gaza 
to Baghdad, from Basra to Aleppo. Erdoğan has not yet made a single substan-
tive statement, but the audience is ecstatic and feels part of something big.84

This not only reveals that Erdoğan’s prestige among the AKP’s core consti-
tuency, his political capital, and his ability to exercise symbolic power within 
the dominant group were still intact (further testified by the massive 
response to his appeal during the 2016 attempted coup), but also underscores 
the importance of foreign policy discourses in maintaining a dominant pos-
ition within the political field.

However, given the decline of national economy, the deterioration of the 
Syrian crisis, and the failure to export the Turkish model in the Middle East, 
the conditions of the field evolved. In turn, the democratic-conservative 
principle of vision underpinning the AKP’s dominant position was no 
longer viable. In this context, Erdoğan and his party had to readapt their 
strategies of accumulation so to mobilize other segments of society. An 
important role in this transformation was played by the Kurdish issue.

The AKP’s initial position regarding the Kurds marked a break from 
Kemalist orthodoxy. Indeed, since the establishment of the Republic, the pol-
itical field had always denied any ethnic identity other than the Turkish one, 
to the point that the military referred to Kurds as Mountain Turks’(Dağ 
Türkleri).85 Thus, Kurdish nationalist discourse was regarded by Kemalists 
as one of the greatest challenges to the field’s doxa, in addition to the Islamist 
one.86 Other political agents tried to contest this exclusion by mobilizing pol-
itical capital through discourses aimed at creating a new sense of shared 
identity between Turks and Kurds. For instance, in the 1980s, Turgut Özal 
tried to assimilate the separate Kurdish identity within a (neo)-Ottoman 
multi-ethnic model,87 while, in the 1990s, Erbakan’s Millî Görüş was able 
to attract considerable support among the Kurdish population using Islam 
as a ‘historical common denominator.’88 The initial strategy of accumulation 
of political capital of the AKP regarding the Kurds presented elements of 
continuity with these approaches, which is unsurprising since the Millî 
Görüş is integral part of the party’s habitus. In this regard, it is important 
to look at the speech that Erdoğan delivered in Diyarbakir in August 2005. 
Here, the then-Prime Minister recognized the existence of a ‘Kurdish 
problem’ and pledged to resolve it ‘with more democracy, more civil rights 
and more prosperity.’89

This was accompanied by another public statement made by Erdoğan in 
the Grand National Assembly in November 2005, in which he rejected 
‘nationalism based on ethnic origins’ and promoted a reconciliation under 
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the aegis of a multi-ethnic Turkish citizenship.90 This supra-national iden-
tity, which can be described as Türkiyelilik (which literally means ‘from 
Turkey’),91 relies on the evocation of the common Islamic roots of 
Turkish and Kurdish people as one of the tools for the mobilization of the 
most religious (i.e. Sunni) segment of the Kurdish population.92

In line with this strategy focused on the absorption of Kurdish demands 
within its principle of vision, the AKP also elaborated a new foreign policy 
discourse toward Kurdish entities in the Middle East and, therefore, new 
security practices. For instance, in November 2013, during a state visit of 
the Kurdistan Regional Government’s President Masood Barzani to Diyarba-
kir, Erdoğan referred to the region in Northern Iraq as ‘Kurdistan,’93 an 
utterance usually rejected by the Kemalist political agents.94 During the 
same event, Erdoğan also affirmed that ‘[r]ejection, denial, and assimilation 
have ended with our government,’95 thus further emboldening the image of 
the AKP as the agent of the Turkish-Kurdish reconciliation, both in the 
national political field and in the Middle East. This intersection between 
the integrationist and democratic strategy vis-à-vis Kurds at home and the 
amicable relationship with Iraqi Kurds shows how power struggle over the 
national political field affected foreign policy. As part of this strategy of 
accumulation, the AKP government initially tried to engage with Syria’s 
Democratic Union Party (Partiya Yekîtiya Demokrat, PYD), which, during 
the Syrian civil war, exploited the chaotic situation to create a de facto inde-
pendent Kurdish entity in the northeast of the country along the southern 
border of Turkey. For instance, the PYD’s leader was invited in Istanbul to 
hold a meeting with Davutoğlu.96 Concurrently, the AKP government 
took a bold step toward a resolution of the long-running conflict with the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (Partiya Karkerên Kurdistanê, PKK) with the 
beginning of the so-called Solution Process (Çözüm Süreci).

Nevertheless, the AKP’s strategy for mobilizing the Kurdish constituency 
faced two significant challenges. First, the Turkish political field remained 
heavily characterized by Turkish nationalism. This, coupled with recurrent 
violent actions by the PKK, often constrained the AKP’s political discourse 
on certain occasions. Thus, even though the ‘AKP’s emphasis on democracy 
and human rights […] influenced this political party’s approach to the 
Kurdish question during its early years in office,’97 it is also true that the 
AKP occasionally resorted to nationalist and hardline discourses in align-
ment with the field’s prevailing views. This was often a response to criticism 
from the opposition, which saw the opening on the Kurdish question as ‘irre-
sponsible’ or even ‘treason.’98

Second, the AKP’s claim to represent Kurdish demands was challenged by 
the Kurdish nationalist movement, exemplified by the Democratic Regions 
Party (Demokratik Bölgeler Partisi, DBP) and, from 2014, even more success-
fully by the Peoples’ Democratic Party (Halkların Demokratik Partisi, HDP). 
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Following the 2011 elections, this movement initiated a series of protests, 
denouncing the AKP’s failure to fulfill the promises made to Kurdish consti-
tuencies. In response, Erdoğan stated: 

Let my citizens give their votes with their own will. Do they do it? You see, 
threats … This is not democracy, this is not freedom, these are not basic 
rights. There is no longer a Kurdish issue in this country. I don’t accept it.99

Despite this negation of a Kurdish issue and other speeches in which 
Erdoğan explicitly referred to it as ‘a PKK issue,’ no significant changes in 
the strategy of mobilization under the concept of Türkiyelilik occurred. 
For instance, after the Resolution Process was launched in 2013, then- 
Prime Minister Erdoğan returned to speak about a Kurdish issue, stating: 

Just as they cannot separate the Turk from the Kurd, they cannot separate the 
Kurd from the Turk. What is a bigger torment than a mother being unable to 
speak to her child in her mother language? We will see that the ones at the 
mountains leave, prisons are empty, 76 million embrace one another and be 
a new Turkey together.100

It was only around the June 2015 election that a significant change in the 
strategies of accumulation of political capital by the AKP took place. The 
HDP, led by Selahattin Demirtaş obtained more than 13 percent of the 
popular vote, thus not only becoming the first pro-Kurdish party able to 
overcome the 10 percent threshold necessary to enter the Turkish parlia-
ment, but also surpassing the AKP as the Kurds’ most voted party. Signifi-
cantly, the HDP was able to claim representation of both (left-wing) Kurds 
seeking greater autonomy within Turkey and of other groups traditionally 
not represented in the Turkish field of politics, such as feminists, LGBTQI 
+ organizations and environmentalists. This mobilization occurred 
through an inclusive and democratic principle of vision.101 In deploying 
this principle, HDP was very straightforward in stressing the gap between 
the AKP’s claim to be the ‘party of democratization’ and Erdoğan’s plans 
to increase his personal power through the presidential reform. The political 
message promoted by Demirtaş, summarized by his famous slogan ‘we will 
not make you the President,’102 was one of rejection of the political order 
envisioned by Erdoğan. At the same time, as a result of the AKP’s perceived 
support for the Kurdistan National Council – a political rival of the PYD 
with strong ties with Barzani’s Kurdistan Democratic Party103 – and the 
accusations to have covertly assisted ISIS during the battle of Kobane,104

relations with the PYD deteriorated. This had significant implications for 
the AKP’s prestige within the Kurdish constituency and the ability of the 
Turkish state to exert some form of control in Northern Syria.

After losing the absolute majority in the Grand National Assembly in the 
June 2015 elections, President Erdoğan prevented then-Prime Minister 
Davutoğlu’s attempt to form a coalition government, thus forcing a return 
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to the polls. During the following electoral campaign, characterized by a 
return of violence with the PKK and by the end of the ceasefire and peace 
process, Erdoğan portrayed the HDP as an extension of the PKK, thus 
implicitly depicting Demirtaş as a ‘terrorist.’105 Eventually, during the 
November 2015 elections, the AKP was able to attract some of the MHP’s 
voters and to regain absolute majority in the legislature. The re-securitization 
of the political discourse surrounding the Kurdish issue and the appeal to the 
nationalist constituency signaled a shift in the AKP’s position in the field, 
which was no longer represented by the democratic-conservative principle 
of vision. Rather, through the establishment of the People’s Alliance 
(Cumhur İttifakı) with the MHP, the party deployed a nationalist-conserva-
tive principle to not only mobilize what remained of its former social base 
(the devout bourgeoisie), but also segments of Turkish society usually associ-
ated with Turkish nationalism.

The changing strategies of the AKP have led to the restructuring of the 
field. This new configuration is characterized by two main aspects. The 
first one is the fragmentation of the political representation of the devout 
bourgeoisie, as evidenced by the emergence of new parties, like Davutoğlu’s 
Future Party or Ali Babacan’s Democracy and Progress Party, which, 
together with the Millî Görüş’s Felicity Party, side with the opposition. The 
second, and interrelated, aspect is the resurgence of Turkish nationalism, 
especially ethnic-nationalism as a mean to accumulate political capital. 
The 2023 electoral campaign is an apt example of this. On that occasion, 
the HDP’s external support for the opposition candidate, the leader of the 
Kemalist Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi), Kemal Kılıç-
daroğlu, was exploited by Erdoğan, who accused his adversaries to have ties 
with terrorism. He even displayed ‘a doctored video that portrayed PKK 
leaders singing along with Kılıçdaroğlu’s campaign song’ at his rallies.106

As a part of the new principle of vision, Erdoğan and his party also deployed 
a new concept, the ‘Turkish century,’ which was framed as the ‘new red 
apple’ (‘yeni Kızılelma’sıdır’) of the nation.107 The striking aspect of this 
emerging discourse is the fact that it downplays religious symbolism, while 
highlighting nationalist mottos, such as ‘One Nation, One Flag, One State, 
One Homeland.’108 The promotion of this new discourse through domestic 
media demonstrated the transition to a new principle of vision, all of which 
was made possible by this restructuring of the field.

In terms of foreign policy discourse, the new strategy of accumulation of 
political capital initially presented elements of both change and continuity 
with the previous position occupied by the AKP. On the one hand, as a 
mean to mobilize political capital, it relied on a more aggressive and nation-
alist foreign policy discourse. On the other hand, however, this discourse was 
also framed as to preserve the AKP’s prestige within the devout bourgeoisie, 
whose political representation become more fragmented. For instance, 
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Erdoğan and the AKP have so far maintained a pro-Palestine rhetoric, 
allowed members of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood escaping al-Sisi 
repression to relocate in Turkey,109 and expressed concern over the arrest 
of the ‘brother [Rachid] Ghannouchi [the leader of Ennahda]’ by Tunisia’s 
authorities.110

However, the shrinking political capital possessed by political Islam in 
post-Arab Spring Arab political fields, the nationalist elements in the new 
strategy of accumulation, and the economic difficulties affecting the prestige 
of the AKP party in the field weigh over the evolution of the foreign policy 
discourse. Importantly, the presence of nationalist groups – including the 
military, which reacquired a central, although no longer dominant, position 
in the field following the 2016 failed coup, as evidenced by the appointment 
of Hulusi Akar as Minister of Defense – is an important factor. The new 
strategy of accumulation of political capital of the AKP created the con-
ditions for the current foreign policy of rapprochement with al-Sisi.

Conclusion

The Arab Spring represented a turning point for both Turkish foreign policy 
and the AKP’s domestic governance. As this article illustrates, the failure of 
Arab religious parties to consolidate their power and the eventual return to 
power of the ancien régime, have had serious repercussion for the party’s dis-
course. This has slowly shifted from advocating an ‘axis of democracy’ 
between Turkey and the post-Arab Spring democracies,111 to claiming to 
represent the ‘oppressed majority’ in the Middle East,112 while carrying 
out an aggressive stance in Syria and Libya, to finally promoting an ‘axis 
of Turkey,’ which would include also authoritarian regional states.113 This 
development in foreign policy discourse has coincided with a profound 
transformation of the AKP’s political message at home, which became not 
simply more authoritarian, but more explicitly nationalist.

This article demonstrates how Bourdieu’s political sociology provides a 
convincing explanation connecting the national and international sides of 
the AKP’s political experience. Through the concept of political field, this 
work argues that, rather than the party’s identity, or ideology, it is the chan-
ging strategies of accumulation of political capital the key for understanding 
AKP’s national and international trajectory. Until the Arab Spring, the pos-
ition of the party in the political field, and in the Middle East, was defined by 
a democratic-conservative principle of vision and division, which challenged 
the traditional Kemalist and nationalist vision of socio-political reality by 
mobilizing important segments of Turkish society behind a heterodox politi-
cal discourse based on social-conservative and neo-liberal values, as well as 
by a democratic – although not liberal – form of political legitimation. In 
this period, the AKP broke with the Kemalist orthodoxy in different ways, 
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notably by challenging the nationalist common sense regarding the Kurdish 
issue, and by redefining the foreign policy discourse toward the Middle East.

As the article demonstrates, at the outbreak of the Arab Spring, the AKP 
tried to export its principle of vision to other political fields in the regional 
political space through a the mediation of political agents in the Arab 
world, such as the Muslim Brotherhood. However, after the coup in Egypt 
and legitimacy crisis suffered by the AKP in the national realm, the demo-
cratic-conservative principle could no longer mobilize enough capital to pre-
serve the dominant position of the party in the field. In this delicate 
conjuncture, Erdoğan led to a reconfiguration of the party’s political dis-
course toward a nationalist-conservative principle of vision. This transform-
ation has had profound consequences not just for foreign policy discourses, 
but also for the configuration of the Turkish political field itself, which is 
experiencing a revitalization of Turkish nationalism. Indeed, the AKP’s alli-
ance with the MHP, re-securitization of the Kurdish issue, and recent anti- 
Syrian refugee propaganda are all signs of the ‘stickiness’114 of nationalist 
discourse in the field.

As the AKP era is entering a new phase with the victory in the 2023 elec-
tions, as well as with the ongoing process of reconstruction of diplomatic 
relations with authoritarian governments in the region, including the al- 
Sisi regime, understanding the interplay between the national and the inter-
national is crucial for mapping the future evolution of the political experi-
ence of the party, as well as Turkish position in the Middle East in 
general. The conceptual apparatus delineated by Bourdieu offers an insight-
ful toolkit for doing so.
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Etüdleri 1, no. 49 (2016): 7–32.

Tuğal, Cihan. Passive Revolution: Absorbing the Islamist Challenge to Capitalism. 
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009.

Yalvaç, Faruk. “Strategic Depth or Hegemonic Depth: A Critical Realist Analysis of 
Turkey’s Position in the World System.” International Relations 26, no. 2 (2012): 
165–180.

Yalvaç, Faruk. “A Historical Materialist Analysis of Turkish Foreign Policy: Class, 
State, and Hegemony.” Uluslararası İlişkiler 13, no. 52 (2016): 3–22.

Yavuz, M. Hakan. Secularism and Muslim Democracy in Turkey. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2009.

28 F. D’ALEMA



Yeğen, Mesut. “The Turkish State Discourse and the Exclusion of Kurdish Identity.” 
In Turkey. Identity, Democracy, Politics, edited by Sylvia Kedourie, 216–229. 
London: Routledge, 1996.

Yegin, Mehmet. “Turkey’s Reaction to the Coup in Egypt in Comparison with the US 
and Israel.” Journal of Balkan and Near Eastern Studies 18, no. 4 (2016): 407–421.

Yeşilyurt, Nuri. “Explaining Miscalculation and Maladaptation in Turkish Foreign 
Policy Towards the Middle East During the Arab Uprisings: A Neoclassical 
Realist Perspective.” All Azimuth 6, no. 2 (2017): 65–83.

Yilmaz, Ihsan, Erdoan Shipoli, and Mustafa Demir. “Authoritarian Resilience 
Through Securitization: An Islamist Populist Party’s Co-Optation of a Secularist 
Far-Right Party.” Democratization 28, no. 6 (2021): 1115–1132.

TURKISH STUDIES 29


	Abstract
	Introduction
	Bourdieu in Ankara: political field, national politics, and foreign policy discourses
	Locating the AKP in the Turkish political field from its foundation to Gezi Park: the democratic-conservative principle of vision and foreign policy discourse under the AKP
	The change in the strategies of accumulation: the emergence of the nationalist-conservative principle of vision
	Conclusion
	Notes
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributor
	Bibliography

