The Problem With ‘Zero Problems’
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Soon after the Justice and Development Party, or A.K.P., and Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan came to power in 2002, Turkish foreign policy in the Middle East began to change dramatically. The A.K.P. foreign policy elite — and most notably the foreign minister Ahmet Davutoglu, the architect of the new strategy — believed that Ankara had made a mistake for decades by detaching itself from the Arab world, and it was time to revitalize Turkey’s “strategic depth.”

With the Arab Spring, Ankara realized that its policy of getting along with its neighbors could end up being "zero problems with dictators."

Davutoglu’s foreign policy motto, “zero problem with neighbors,” was the key idea in this new approach. Accordingly, Ankara improved its relations with Syria, Iran, Iraq and Iraqi Kurdistan and even tried a rapprochement with Armenia, which regrettably failed.

However, some of the regimes with which Ankara was seeking to have “zero problems” were authoritarian ones — a picture that conflicted with the A.K.P.’s self-defined role to be a beacon of democratization in Turkey. This problem surfaced most notably in summer 2009, when the Iranian regime cracked down on the opposition Green Movement, and Ankara remained silent.

The Arab Spring of 2011 further stressed this problem, especially in Libya, and soon Ankara’s policy makers realized that insisting on the “zero problems” policy could put them into the cynical position of having zero problems with dictators.

That is why in Syria — which used to be the A.K.P.’s Exhibit A for “zero problems” — Erdogan and his government did not hesitate to condemn the Assad regime’s brutality and give support to the Syrian opposition. (The religious and cultural affinity between the A.K.P. and the Sunni majority in Syria, which creates the backbone of the Syrian opposition, probably also helped.)

The bottom line is that the A.K.P. presents itself as a democratic force that was able to break Turkey’s decade-old military guardianship. It also takes pride in being admired by other democratic forces in the region, and especially by Islamic-minded yet democratic-leaning parties, like the Ennahda in Tunisia.

That’s why Turkey will continue to be an enthusiastic supporter of the Arab Spring. With its 150-year-old synthesis of Islam and democracy, it will even be, as Ayatollah Shahroudi of Iran put it scornfully, the promoter of “liberal Islam.”
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