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ABSTRACT

A COMPARISON BETWEEN TURKIYE’S NATIONAL ROLE CONCEPTION
AND ROLE PERFORMANCE IN THE CONTEXT OF THE SYRIAN REFUGEE
CRISIS (2011-2024)

UNALDI, Ayse Serra
M.S., The Department of Middle East Studies
Supervisor: Prof. Dr. Meliha ALTUNISIK

September 2025, 91 pages

This thesis analyzes the alignment between Tiirkiye’s national role conception and its
role performance in the context of the Syrian refugee crisis between 2011 and 2024.
Based on Holsti’s role theory, it examines how Tiirkiye’s self-defined foreign policy
identity was translated into institutional, legal, and foreign policy practices.
Methodologically, the study applies a qualitative content analysis of 77 speeches
delivered by President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, supported by empirical data from
national legislation, international reports, and field-based findings of civil society
organizations. Five key national role conceptions (Defender of the Faith, Regional
Protector, Active Independent, Revisionist, and Developer) are identified and analyzed
across three periods. The findings show that Tiirkiye’s national role conception shifted
dynamically in response to domestic political shifts, regional conflicts, and global
refugee governance. While the first period (March 2011-July 2016) reflects a
moderate alignment rooted in moral responsibility and humanitarian rhetoric, the
second period (July 2016-March 2020) shows a high degree of alignment with
securitized and independent policy actions. Finally, the third period (March 2020—

iv



December 2024) presents a low alignment, characterized by the simultaneous pursuit
of humanitarian actions abroad and more restrictive migration policies at home. The
study concludes that Tiirkiye’s engagement with the Syrian refugee crisis cannot be
understood only through humanitarian or geopolitical lenses, but rather through an
adaptive foreign policy identity navigating between normative ambitions and strategic

necessities.

Keywords: National Role Conception, Role Performance, Tiirkiye, Foreign Policy

Analysis, Syrian Refugees
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SURIYE MULTECI KRiZi BAGLAMINDA TURKIYE’NIN ULUSAL ROL
ANLAYISI VE ROL PERFORMANSI ARASINDA BiR KARSILASTIRMA
(2011-2024)

UNALDI, Ayse Serra
Yiiksek Lisans, Orta Dogu Arastirmalar1 Boliimii

Tez Yoneticisi: Prof. Dr. Meliha ALTUNISIK

Eyliil 2025, 91 sayfa

Bu tez, 20112024 yillar1 arasinda Suriye miilteci krizi baglaminda Tiirkiye’ nin ulusal
rol anlayisi ile bu anlayisa uygun olarak sergiledigi rol performansi arasindaki uyumu
incelemektedir. Holsti’nin rol kuramindan hareketle, Tiirkiye’nin uluslararasi
kimligini nasil tanimladigi ve bu kimligin siyasi sdylem aracilifiyla nasil insa
edildigini ve bu soylemin hukuki, kurumsal ve dis politika diizeyinde nasil hayata
gecirildigi analiz edilmektedir. Caligmada, Cumhurbaskan1 Recep Tayyip Erdogan
tarafindan yapilan 77 konusma nitel igerik analizi yontemiyle incelenmis; bu veriler,
ulusal mevzuat, uluslararasi raporlar ve sivil toplum kuruluglarinin saha temelli
gozlemleriyle desteklenmistir. Tez kapsaminda bes temel ulusal rol anlayisi
tanimlanmistir (Inang Savunucusu, Bélgesel Koruyucu, Aktif Bagimsiz, Revizyonist
ve Kalkinmaci) ve bu roller iic doneme ayrilarak analiz edilmistir. Elde edilen
bulgular, Tiirkiye’nin rol anlayisinin i¢ siyasi doniisiimler, bolgesel ¢atigmalar ve
kiiresel miilteci yonetisimi karsisinda dinamik bi¢cimde evrildigini ortaya koymaktadir.
Birinci déonem (Mart 2011-Temmuz 2016), insani sorumluluk ve ahlaki sdylem

baglaminda sinirli kalan ama anlamli bir uyum sergilemektedir. ikinci dénem
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(Temmuz 2016—Mart 2020), giivenlik merkezli ve bagimsiz politika uygulamalartyla
yiiksek diizeyde bir uyuma isaret etmektedir. Uciincii donem (Mart 2020—Aralik 2024)
ise dis politikada insani sdylemlerin devam ettigi, ancak i¢ politikada daha kisitlayici
gb¢ politikalarinin uygulandigi bir tabloyu yansitmaktadir. Tezin genel sonucu,
Tiirkiye’nin Suriye miilteci krizine yaklagiminin yalnizca insani ya da jeopolitik
perspektiflerle aciklanamayacagi; aksine, normatif hedeflerle stratejik zorunluluklar
arasinda denge kurmaya calisan uyarlanabilir bir dis politika kimligiyle

anlagilabilecegidir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Ulusal Rol Anlayisi, Rol Performansi, Tiirkiye, Dis Politika

Analizi, Suriyeli Miilteciler
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

The Syrian Civil War, which started in 2011, has led to one of the most significant
humanitarian crises of the 21st century and created a massive refugee influx into
neighboring countries. Among these, Tiirkiye emerged as a primary host state,
receiving the largest number of Syrian refugees and playing a central role in regional
and international responses to the crisis. This thesis explores how Tiirkiye has framed
and enacted its national role conception from 2011 to 2024. To address this question,
the introduction chapter starts with outlining the background of the research, which
includes the Syrian Civil War and Tiirkiye’s evolving approach to it. Later on, the
chapter continues with the research question of the thesis, its purpose, and the
significance of the study, concepts, the framework of analysis, and the overall thesis
plan. In doing so, it lays the foundation by explaining how the Syrian Civil War led to
a mass refugee flow and how Tiirkiye, being one of the most affected countries, has
framed its national role both domestically and regionally in response. Therefore, it
examines how Tiirkiye's national role conception has shaped its policies and practices

toward the Syrian refugee population.

1.1. Syrian Civil War

In March 2011, the protests against the Syrian regime began after the arrest of fifteen
children in the southwest town of Dara’a for writing this sentence on a wall: “Ash-
sha'b yourid isqat al-nithaam” (“The people want the fall of the regime.””) The protests
soon spread to other cities, and Syrian people demanded justice from President Bashar
al-Assad’s regime in a wave of peaceful protests. The demonstrations were part of a
larger wave of unrest known as the Arab Uprisings, which emerged in the early 2010s

across the Middle East. The uprisings were driven by anger over rising authoritarian
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governance, corruption, economic recession, unemployment, and lack of political and
social freedoms. The success of revolts in Tunisia and Egypt, combined with the
mobilizing power of a digitally engaged youth, encouraged citizens throughout the
region to demand political transformation, transparency, and accountability. In Syria,
the Assad regime responded to the demonstrations with widespread and increasingly
violent force; however, it became unsuccessful in putting an end to the growing
rebellion. On the contrary, the oppressive nature of the regime contributed to the
growth of the protests and their eventual militarization (Hof & Simon, 2013). Over
time, the conflict transformed into a multifaceted civil war that involved various
domestic and international actors, ranging from secular opposition groups to religious

military forces.

The crisis entered its fourteenth year in March 2024 with devastating and deepening
humanitarian consequences. According to the 2024 Syria Humanitarian Needs
Overview (HNO), over 16.7 million people needed humanitarian assistance in Syria.
This number corresponds to the highest number of citizens in need since the beginning
of the war. It also highlights the long-lasting nature of the conflict and the gradual
breakdown of certain essential public services, physical infrastructure, and economic
means of survival. The country also has almost 7.2 million internally displaced people
(IDPs) and 6.2 million refugees and asylum seekers, which is considered one of the
largest displacement crises in the world (United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees, UNHCR, 2024). Additionally, the 2024 HNO report indicates that many
essential services have failed, and Syria’s economic and humanitarian indicators are
still worsening. Syrian families that have been residing in Lebanon have also been
displaced from Lebanon as a result of the conflicts in the region, and the effects of the
February 2023 earthquakes have made matters much worse, compounding the existing
needs of Syria (UNHCR, 2024). The combination of the challenges, ongoing war,
displacement, economic collapse, and natural disaster has created a situation where

millions of people face constant insecurity, poverty, and lack of protection.

An offensive came after months of increasing tensions and marked an important
turning point in the Syrian conflict. The rebels established control over key cities,

including Aleppo, Hama, and Homs, before capturing Damascus. Later, on December
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7, they entered Damascus with limited resistance since the regime’s military and
political structure had already begun to fall apart. Finally, on 8 December 2024, al-
Assad’s regime collapsed following an immediate offensive by the opposition forces
primarily led by Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS). After this defeat, Assad fled the capital
and was later granted asylum in Russia. The fall of the regime marked the end of over
60 years of Ba’athist rule under the Assad dynasty, and it opened a new and uncertain
phase in Syria’s political future. In the aftermath, HTS leader Ahmed al-Sharaa
enacted de facto leadership, establishing a caretaker government in Damascus (Al
Jazeera, 2024). Even though HTS has a controversial background, the new government
promised to bring political change. On 13 March 2025, a temporary constitution was
announced to be in effect for five years. This document includes promises to protect
freedom of speech and the press, expand women's rights in social, political, and
economic life, and find a balance between civil freedoms and national security (Al
Jazeera, 2025). Although the future of this new administration is still uncertain, these
first steps represent a clear break from the practices of the Assad regime. The situation
is being closely followed by international actors, regional governments, and aid

organizations as Syria enters a new and sensitive phase in its history.

1.2. Tiirkiye’s Approach to the Syrian Civil War

Ever since the beginning of the war, Tiirkiye has adopted an anti-Assad stance, mostly
shaped by its national security and humanitarian concerns, and regional strategic
interests. One of the important factors that led to this position has been the growing
influence of the People's Defense Units (YPG), which is a Kurdish-dominated
organization that Tiirkiye defines as a terrorist organization. In this context, even
though the YPG has mainly fought against the militant organization Islamic State of
Irag and Syria (ISIS), its increasing control in northern Syria was perceived by Tiirkiye
as being tolerated or even indirectly supported by the Assad regime. Thus, Tiirkiye's
anti-YPG stance has been closely linked with its anti-Assad position. The perceived
threat posed by the YPG’s potential expansion along Tiirkiye’s southern border and
the threat against the Turkmen populations in Syria have also reinforced this
perception. According to Turkish officials, the YPG’s expansion posed a direct

security threat to Tiirkiye’s national interests, territorial integrity, and its strategy of



being a determining actor in the region (BBC News Tiirkce, 2016). Nevertheless,
Tiirkiye’s involvement in the conflict cannot be explained only through the security
concerns. From the Turkish government’s perspective, the Syrian conflict also had
significant humanitarian and ideological dimensions. Tiirkiye’s ruling political elite
viewed the Assad regime as a symbol of authoritarian repression, which is
incompatible with its vision of regional order and democratic transformation in the
Middle East. Especially in the early years of the conflict, the Justice and Development
Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi, AKP) aimed to position Tiirkiye as the leading
voice for democratic change in the region. Consequently, the Turkish government
played an active and direct role, and as a neighbor with a 911-kilometer-long land

border, it became one of the countries most affected by the civil war.

During the early years of the conflict, Tiirkiye applied a generous open-door policy
and became host to the largest community of Syrians displaced by the conflict
throughout the years. Initially, the number of refugees entering Tiirkiye was smaller.
The first influx started in March 2011, and by July 2011, almost 15,000 Syrians were
residing in tent cities in Hatay Province. The camps that Syrians initially sheltered in
were funded and managed by the Turkish authorities and non-governmental actors.
However, after the failure of ceasefire negotiations in 2012, the inflow of Syrians
gained momentum and continued to rise until the end of the war (Kirisci, 2014). Later
on, after the inefficient capacity of the camps and the entry barriers to the illegal
arrivals, most Syrians started to take shelter in different towns and cities of Tiirkiye.
The Turkish government also provided additional humanitarian assistance to the

camps for internally displaced people in need in Syria (Igduygu, 2015).

As mentioned earlier, Tiirkiye’s initial response to the refugee flow was welcoming.
It was thought that the crisis would end soon, and Syrians were referred to as “guests”
and given “temporary sheltering status.” (Boliik & Erdem, 2016) Therefore, the
authorities mostly focused on providing aid and assistance to the camps and
disregarded any possibility of a long-term stay. Nevertheless, as the number of Syrians
increased over time, the Turkish government needed to create a legal grounding for
the Syrian refugees. When it comes to the legal framework for Turkish migration

policy, it is important to note that Tiirkiye is a party to the 1951 Refugee Convention
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and its 1967 Protocol with a geographical limitation. This restriction enables Tiirkiye
to assume entire responsibility for refugees who originate from Europe and to refuse
to acknowledge those who originate from other countries as refugees. In addition, there
was no Turkish legislation until the 1994 Asylum Regulation. This regulation aimed
to adopt the UNHCR’s refugee criteria; however, it was quite insufficient. Since
defining the concept of refugee has also created a dispute in dealing with the enormous
refugee flow, it was very significant that in April 2014, the Turkish Parliament
enforced the new Law on Foreigners and International Protection (LFIP), and later in
October of the same year, the Temporary Protection (TP) Regulation came into effect.
The LFIP and TP Regulation widened the previous Turkish 1994 Asylum Regulation
and created a more comprehensive and effective approach to providing protection and
humanitarian assistance (Boliik & Erdem, 2016). The TP Regulation outlined the
rights, obligations, and procedures concerning individuals under temporary protection
in Tiirkiye, including Syrians, stateless persons, and Palestinians from Syria (Republic
of Tiirkiye, Ministry of Interior, Directorate General of Migration Management, PMM,
n.d.). This development marked a breakthrough in Turkish migration policy: with the
new law and regulation, the Syrians were provided protection against deportation and
subjected to temporary protection of certain rights, including access to emergency
care, shelter, clean water, housing, the labor market, and social security (Boliik &
Erdem, 2016, p. 118; I¢duygu, 2015, pp. 8-9). With the enactment of LFIP and TP
Regulation, the organizational framework for migration management in Tiirkiye was
developed as well. On the national level, the Presidency of Migration Management
(PMM), and on the provincial level, the Provincial Directorates of Migration
Management (PDMMs) and Removal Centers and Coordination Units were
established. In general terms, affiliated with the Ministry of Interior, the PMM was
created to carry out the work and procedures concerning foreigners' entry and stay in
Tirkiye, their departure from Tiirkiye and deportation, international protection,
temporary protection, and the protection of human trafficking victims. It also ensures
coordination between institutions and organizations involved in these matters
(Republic of Tirkiye, Ministry of Interior, PMM, n.d.).

In spite of these developments, the Turkish government suspended its open-border

policy in 2016 and adopted a more aggressive approach towards this issue, mostly
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driven by both its domestic politics and regional objectives, including preventing ISIS
from bombing border cities in Tiirkiye, such as Kilis and Gaziantep (Bilgin, 2018),
and the YPG from uniting the YPG-held lands in the east and the west of the Euphrates
River (Yavuz, 2016). As an initial effort, in August 2016, Operation Euphrates Shield
was started and lasted until March 2017. The operation aimed to remove the forces of
the Islamic State and to take control of the strip between the Euphrates River and Afrin,
a border city across Hatay. Subsequently, Operation Olive Branch, from January to
March 2018, helped end YPG control of the rural areas in the north of Afrin and
eventually also aimed to find a potential destination for relocating the Syrian refugees.
Later on, Operation Peace Spring took place in October 2019, which became an
important operation not only to prevent any possibility of the formation of an
autonomous Kurdish entity but also to find another relocation destination for the
Syrians. Finally, from February to March 2020, within the framework of Operation
Spring Shield, a series of Turkish drone strikes halted the Syrian regime’s advances in
the opposition’s last stronghold, Idlib, and it operated to prevent an influx of refugees
into Tirkiye (Siccardi, 2021, pp. 4-6) These cross-border military operations were of
such significance that the government conditioned the return of the Syrian people to
their homes on these operations. The reason behind the shift in Turkish foreign policy
from a traditional understanding of no interference to revitalizing military operations

also lies within the aim of returning the Syrians to their homes.

Operation
Euphrates Shield

TURKEY

Operation
| Olive Branch

LD

Operation
Peace Spring

De-escalation ~ OHoms
Zones . ;

IR

Figure 1. Geographical illustration of Tiirkiye’s cross-border military operations in northern Syria.
Reprinted from Figure 6 in Tunca & Ferah (2022, p. 137).
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To this day, Tiirkiye continues to host one of the largest Syrian refugee populations in
the world. According to UNHCR, as of mid-2024, the number of Syrians under
temporary protection is 3.1 million, and about half of them have lived for the majority
of their lives in Tiirkiye, where almost 800,000 were born as well (UNHCR Tiirkiye,
2024). While the presence of millions of Syrians in Tiirkiye has increasingly shaped
domestic debates and policy priorities, recent political changes in Syria have added a
new dimension to the question of return. In the aftermath of Bashar al-Assad’s fall in
December 2024, the political and humanitarian situation regarding the Syrian refugee
issue in Tiirkiye has entered a new phase. The collapse of the Assad regime and the
formation of a caretaker government in Damascus under HTS have brought both
uncertainty and new possibilities for regional actors. Among these actors, Tiirkiye
occupies a particularly important position due to its long-standing military presence in
northwestern Syria and its pragmatic diplomatic engagement with HTS. The Turkish
government has established several military settlements throughout the region to
prevent the fall of Idlib and possible waves of irregular migration toward Tiirkiye.
These settlements allowed the government to protect its border security objectives and
also provided leverage to maintain a degree of stability in the region. From the
government’s perspective, this securitization could advance the encouragement of the
voluntary return of Syrian refugees to their country of origin. Nevertheless, the social
and economic integration of Syrians over the past years also makes the extensive return
more complex. Therefore, the path to return remains uncertain since questions about

the safety, stability, and legitimacy of the new Syrian administration continue.

1.3. Research Question, Concepts, and the Framework of Analysis

The Syrian refugee crisis has created one of the most significant humanitarian and
political challenges of the 21st century, particularly for neighboring countries like
Tiirkiye. As millions of Syrians continue to seek refuge and protection, evaluating how
these affected states frame their responsibilities is not only a matter of academic
interest but also a pressing ethical concern. In this context, understanding how Tiirkiye
perceives and performs its national role is essential to understanding the dynamics of
its migration policy. While there is a growing body of literature on Tiirkiye’s response

to the Syrian refugee crisis, few studies have critically analyzed the alignment between



its national role conception and role performance as regards the mass migration flow
from Syria to Tiirkiye because of the civil war. This thesis addresses this gap by asking
the question, “To what extent does Tiirkiye’s national role conception align with its

role performance in the context of the Syrian refugee crisis between 2011 and 2024?”

Before explaining the core theoretical concepts such as national role conception and

role performance, it is important to clarify the usage of the term “refugee” throughout

2 ¢ 99 ¢¢

this thesis. While various terms such as “refugee,” “migrant,” “asylum seeker,” and
“displaced persons” are often used interchangeably in media and public discourse, they
carry distinct legal and political meanings. According to the 1951 Geneva Convention,
a refugee is someone who has been forced to flee their country because of persecution,
war, or violence and has a well-founded fear of persecution due to race, religion,
nationality, political opinion, or membership in a particular social group. In contrast,
migrants are generally considered individuals who move voluntarily, primarily for
economic reasons. This thesis uses the term refugee deliberately, as the Syrian
population that fled to Tiirkiye after 2011 did so primarily due to armed conflict and
state persecution, which aligns with the criteria of refugee status. Although Tiirkiye
does not grant formal refugee status to Syrians due to its geographical limitation to the
1951 Convention, it refers to them under the term ‘“temporary protection
beneficiaries.” However, for the sake of conceptual clarity and consistency with

international academic literature, the term refugee will be used throughout this study.

With the core terminology now defined, it is important to turn to the theoretical
framework. In order to answer the research question properly, understanding the
meaning of “role” helps clarify what a national role conception is, and then, to address
the second part of the question, it is necessary to define the concept of “role
performance.” To begin with, according to Aras and Gorener (2010), a role is a
thorough pattern of behavior and attitudes that serves as a coping mechanism for
recurring circumstances. In other words, a role helps actors make sense of complex
and repetitive situations by offering a set of behavioral guidelines. It reflects how an
actor understands its own position, what is expected from it, and how it should act in
a given context. It combines the actor's knowledge of appropriate behavior, societal

norms, and the specific situation in which the role is performed. The best way to
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conceptualize roles is as a roadmap that performers use to navigate a complicated
world and impose some degree of order on their environments. Building on this
understanding, the concept of “national role conception” emerges when the notion of
role is applied to the behavior and identity of states in international politics. In his
famous article, which became an introduction to the role theory of foreign policy
analysis, “National Role Conceptions in the Study of Foreign Policy,” Holsti defines
a national role conception as the policymakers’ own definitions of decisions,
commitments, rules, and actions that their state should perform in the international
system (1970, pp. 245-246). It is their “image” of how their state should be oriented
or used in external relations. In addition, Jacques Hymans also claims that “we must
drop down the level of national identity as a social fact and instead look at what the
leader has adopted as his or her specific interpretation, or ‘conception,’ of the national
identity.” (Hymans, 2006, as cited in Aras & Gorener, 2010, p. 76). Therefore, national
role conceptions can be understood as “the core of a grand policy vision through which
policymakers explain the world around them and their state’s existence therein” (Aras

& Gorener, 2010, p. 74).

Holsti (1970) identifies 17 foreign policy roles by conducting a content analysis of
statements made by the leaders of all countries between January 1965 and December
1967. He contends that these positions can be used to analyze every state actor in
international politics and that defining them enables political scientists to project the
foreign policy of a particular actor into the future. Despite Holsti identifying at least
17 roles, this thesis uses only a few of them. These roles will be explained in more
detail in Chapter Il, and they are as follows: Defender of the Faith role, Active
Independent role, Regional Protector role, and Developer role. Additionally, another
role from Randall Schweller’s work is included: the Revisionist role, which is also
explained in detail in the following chapter. This selection of roles is based on the
reason that when considering the period between 2011 and 2024, certain roles became
more dominant than others. Throughout these years, Tiirkiye’s foreign policy behavior
was significantly shaped by the Syrian conflict, large-scale refugee movements, and
shifting regional alliances. In this context, certain roles gained more visibility and
explanatory power than others. This dominance is primarily due to the official

government policies aimed at securitizing the mass flow and regarding this issue as a
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concern for national security and sovereignty during this timeframe. Thus, the chosen
roles reflect identifiable patterns in Tiirkiye’s foreign policy behavior and also align
with Holsti’s framework. They offer a structured lens through which to assess
Tiirkiye’s engagement with the Syrian crisis, as well as the broader evolution of its
role conceptions shaped by domestic changes, leadership rhetoric, and external

pressures.

While national role conceptions reflect how policymakers imagine their state's defined
role in the international system, these ideas must be examined alongside how they are
translated into performance. The concept of role performance plays a crucial role in
understanding the actions and behaviors of states in the international arena. Holsti
(1970, p. 245) defines role performance as the “general foreign policy behavior of
governments.” This broad definition describes governments' national role performance
as their overall foreign policy conduct, and also this performance includes the patterns
of attitudes, choices, reactions, actions, and commitments a state makes toward other
actors on the global stage. Therefore, Holsti’s concept goes beyond mere actions.
These elements of national role conception create a comprehensive understanding of
how a state enacts its self-perceived role within the international system. With this
insight, in terms of Tiirkiye’s role performance toward the Syrian refugee crisis, it is
not only about the policies it implements but also about the way these practices
demonstrate the state’s perception of its identity, interests, and responsibilities in this
context. In other words, while Tirkiye is framing its role in terms of the Syrian
refugees based on practical measures, it also transfers its broader values, ethical

obligations, and geopolitical strategies toward these measures.

In this thesis, a comparative assessment of institutional practices and policy
implementation is conducted, accompanied by a qualitative content analysis of the
public speeches of President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. Firstly, to address the initial sub-
question, “What was Erdogan’s approach towards Syrian refugees in Tiirkiye between
2011 and 20247 a content analysis of his speeches has been conducted. For reliability
purposes, the speeches were collected from the series published by the Department of
Corporate Communications of the Presidency of the Republic of Tiirkiye, as well as

the official website of the Presidency. Since Erdogan made hundreds of speeches
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during the time period in question, a selection was necessary. The main criterion for
choosing which speeches to include was whether or not they mentioned Syria in any
way. Only the speeches that contained at least one reference to Syria were included in

the analysis.

In addition, since the speeches were both in English and Turkish, when necessary,
unofficial translations of them were made by the author. To carry out this part of the
research, 77 selected speeches delivered by President Erdogan were chosen and
analyzed using the qualitative data analysis software “MAXQDA.” During the
analysis, the unit of the coding was sentences and as the result of the coding process,
a total of 2,599 sentences were coded. Following the coding process, two further sub-
questions were developed: “How did Erdogan’s approach change throughout the
years?” and “What were the promises made by the government?” To have a clearer
and more detailed understanding of President Erdogan’s role conception of Tiirkiye in
relation to the Syrian refugee crisis, the years between 2011 and 2024 have been
divided into three periods. The coding process also guided the creation of this timeline,

which is explained in detail below.

First Syrian flow COVID-19 Crisis

July December
2016 | 2024
March I March
2011 15 July coup d'état attempt 2020 Fall of the Ba’athist Rule

Resignation of Davutoglu

Figure 2. Timeline of Key Turning Points Structuring the Analytical Framework of the Thesis (2011—
2024). Designed by the author.

The first period starts in March 2011, with the outbreak of the Syrian Civil War and
the first flow of refugees to Tiirkiye from Syria, and it ends in July 2016, with Prime
Minister Ahmet Davutoglu’s resignation and the 15th July coup attempt in the
aftermath. Davutoglu's resignation is important because he adopted a foreign policy
approach that aimed to position Tiirkiye as a central global and regional actor by
leveraging its Ottoman heritage and historical, cultural, and geographical strengths.
He is known as “the intellectual architect” of the AKP’s foreign policy (Aras &

Gorener, p. 81) as well as the architect of the open-door policy. Therefore, his
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resignation resulted in a significant shift in Tiirkiye's foreign policy approach, which
became more pragmatic, securitized, and focused on national interests. On top of that,
with the attempted coup on July 15, military operations became central to both
Tirkiye’s domestic and foreign strategies, and a pervasive prioritization of the fight
against terrorism began. Soon after the coup attempt, on August 24, Tiirkiye launched

its first cross-border operation in northern Syria, Operation Euphrates Shield.

The second period begins with the post-Davutoglu period in foreign policy-making
and the coup attempt and ends with the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020. The
reason behind the suggested breakpoint is the economic fluctuations experienced
during the pandemic and the resulting increase in public resentment toward refugees.
While Turkish people were also suffering from the economic crisis and
unemployment, Syrians became scapegoats since they constituted a very large portion
of the cheap labor, replacing the Turkish citizens for whom the employers had to pay
more. It was no surprise that, in the subsequent period, anti-refugee rhetoric increased
with the establishment of the very first Turkish single-issue political party: the Victory
Party (Zafer Partisi, ZP). ZP was established on 26 August 2021 as a far-right,
ultranationalist, and anti-immigrant political party, founded by Umit Ozdag, as a
continuation of a nationalistic youth movement, “Star and Crescent Movement”
(Ayyildiz Hareketi). In its founding manifesto, ZP promises “to work tirelessly until

the last Syrian refugee and the last Afghan returns to their country” and claims that

An overwhelming majority of the Turkish nation, almost 90 percent, wants
Syrians to return to Syria, Afghans to Afghanistan, Iraqgis to Iraq, and Iranians
to Iran. The Turkish nation is aware that our country is being covertly invaded.
The Turkish Nation opens its doors to the weak, the helpless, and those in need
of help, but will not allow its country to be invaded. The Turkish nation says
that ‘Tirkiye belongs to the Turks,” and no political party in politics has
represented the will of our nation in this direction until today. From today on,
the will of the Turkish Nation is represented in Turkish politics.! (Zafer Partisi,
2021)

The party perceives the migration flow as an urgent national security issue. It even

exaggerates the statistics by indicating almost 90 percent of the Turkish people want

! The unofficial translation of this part is made by the author.
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the foreigners to go, calls this problem an “invasion,” and aims to be the sole political

party in the parliament that protects the territories of Tiirkiye.

Finally, the third period begins with the COVID-19 pandemic and continues until the
fall of the Ba’athist rule in December 2024. It was quite significant since the relations
with Tiirkiye and Syria entered a new political period with the fall of Assad, and this
transition to a new government in Syria was followed by the voluntary return of the
Syrian people to their country of origin and emerged as a possibility for the end of the

refugee crisis.

To fulfill the requirements of role performance analysis within the theoretical
framework of this study, an additional sub-question is introduced: “What kind of
policies have been implemented?” This sub-question is critical for bridging the gap
between discourse-level role conceptions and state behavior. Accordingly, a
multidimensional comparison is conducted by several sources, including national
legislation and policy documents (such as the LFIP and the TP Regulation), statistical
data published by the Ministry of Interior’s PMM, as well as field-based observations
and reports issued by Turkish civil society organizations, international institutions
(e.g., UNHCR, World Bank), and non-governmental stakeholders. This empirical
analysis not only allows for a systematic evaluation of Tiirkiye’s migration governance
practices across different periods but also provides insight into the degree of
consistency between Tiirkiye’s projected national role conceptions and the policies
that were implemented. It also helps determine whether Tiirkiye’s foreign policy
approach regarding the Syrian refugee crisis has been reflected in institutional action
or remained rhetorical. At this point, it is important to understand why Tiirkiye’s
national role conceptions are connected to the practices and policies directed at the

Syrian people who migrated to Tiirkiye following the onset of the Syrian crisis.

1.4. Thesis Structure

This thesis is organized into four chapters, each contributing to a detailed analysis of
the alignment between Tiirkiye’s national role conceptions and its role performance in

the context of the Syrian refugee crisis from 2011 to 2024. The research combines
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content analysis and empirical policy evaluation to examine how Tiirkiye perceives its

role and how that perception was translated into policies and practices.

The first chapter introduced the background of the Syrian Civil War and Tiirkiye’s
evolving approach toward the conflict. It outlined the political and humanitarian
consequences of the war, the scale of displacement it caused, and how Tiirkiye, as a
neighboring country and a central actor, became host to one of the largest refugee
populations in the world. The chapter also presented the central research question: “To
what extent does Tiirkiye’s national role conception align with its role performance in
the context of the Syrian refugee crisis between 2011 and 2024?” It then defined the
key concepts of national role conception and role performance through Holsti’s
framework and explained the rationality behind dividing the timeline into three periods
based on key political and institutional turning points, which are March 2011-July
2016, July 2016-March 2020, and March 2020-December 2024. Furthermore, it
described the methodological approach that combines qualitative content analysis of

political discourse with institutional and legal document analysis.

The second chapter investigates Tiirkiye’s national role conceptions as expressed in
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s political rhetoric. To achieve this, by using
MAXQDA qualitative analysis software, 77 of Erdogan’s speeches that were primarily
relevant to the Syrian Civil War and Syrians in Tiirkiye were coded with the chosen
roles, which are Defender of the Faith, Revisionist, Regional Protector, Active
Independent, and Developer. At the end of the coding, using these five roles, a total of
2599 sentences were coded. These roles are analyzed across the three periods to
determine shifts in Tiirkiye’s self-perception and positioning in relation to the refugee
crisis. The chapter frames these shifts within domestic developments such as the
resignation of Prime Minister Davutoglu, the 2016 coup attempt, the COVID-19
pandemic, economic instability, and rising nationalist sentiment. It also links
Tiirkiye’s national role conception to broader foreign policy transformations,
including military interventions in Syria, migration diplomacy, and criticisms of the

international system.
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The third chapter analyzes Tiirkiye’s role performance by examining whether and how
the state’s policies and practices reflect the national role conceptions described in
Chapter I1. This part of the analysis is based on a broad variety of primary sources,
including Turkish migration laws (such as the LFIP and TP Regulation),
implementation data from the Ministry of Interior, and reports by international
organizations such as UNHCR, Human Rights Watch, and Amnesty International. It
also includes field-based reports from domestic civil society organizations such as the
Research Centre on Asylum and Migration (fltica ve Go¢ Arastirmalart Merkezi,
IGAM), the Association for Social Development and Aid Mobilization (Sosyal
Gelisim ve Dayanisma Dernegi, SGDD-ASAM), and the Refugee Council of Turkey.
By comparing rhetorical commitments with enacted policies, such as legal reforms,
labor market integration efforts, humanitarian assistance, cross-border operations, and
voluntary return programs, the chapter identifies both points of consistency and

contradictions between Tiirkiye’s role conception and its migration governance.

In the final chapter, the key findings are brought together from both the discursive and
empirical analyses to evaluate the degree of alignment between Tiirkiye’s national role
conception and its role performance in the context of the Syrian refugee crisis between
the years 2011 and 2024. This chapter offers a complete summary of how Tiirkiye’s
national role conceptions have evolved over time and to what extent the shifts
correspond with the institutional practices. The chapter also highlights the
complexities and contradictions in Tiirkiye’s foreign policy identity and its migration
governance. In addition to the findings, the chapter provides the contemporary
developments that have the potential to create a shift in Tiirkiye’s role in the region.
Moreover, it analyzes the possibilities for the voluntary return of the Syrians in the
event of the political transition in Syria after the fall of the Assad regime. The chapter
also examines whether the potential normalization of relations between Tiirkiye and
the post-Assad Syrian administration could influence Tiirkiye’s border policies and
regional strategies. In this context, the conclusion chapter both covers the historical
analysis and opens a new discussion for future reflections on Tiirkiye’s engagement

with the Syrian refugee crisis.
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CHAPTER 2

ANALYZING THE NATIONAL ROLE CONCEPTIONS OF TURKIYE IN
THE CASE OF THE SYRIAN REFUGEE CRISIS

The concept of national role conception is vital in understanding how states frame their
policies, obligations, and expectations within the international system. Holsti (1970)
suggests that leaders tend to construct specific national role conceptions for their
countries that eventually influence their foreign policy-making. These roles are
derived from certain ideational and historical positions that guide the states’ way of
perceiving themselves and how they wish to be perceived by others. In terms of the
Syrian Civil War and the following refugee crisis, Tiirkiye has presented a dynamic
foreign policy-making that has undergone significant transformations in response to
both domestic and regional political developments. The complex nature of the civil
war has compelled Tiirkiye to utilize its political leadership to clearly articulate
Tiirkiye’s moral, geopolitical, and strategic obligations and assess its institutional
capabilities. As the leader of the ruling party of Tirkiye for more than 20 years,
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s speeches provide a valuable guideline to
understand these national role conceptions and make it possible to identify Tiirkiye’s

shifting self-perception.

This chapter investigates Tiirkiye’s national role conceptions by applying role theory
to Erdogan’s political rhetoric between 2011 and 2024. Across three critical periods,
five dominant roles are identified and analyzed, which are Defender of the Faith,
Regional Protector, Revisionist, Active Independent, and Developer. Using
MAXQDA and qualitative content analysis, the chapter examines how these roles
were invoked, justified, and contested in official discourse. The content analysis of
President Erdogan’s speeches across three distinct periods reveals a clear

transformation in Tiirkiye’s national role conceptions throughout the Syrian refugee
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crisis. In the analysis, 77 of Erdogan’s speeches are selected, and there are 2599
sentences coded in total. The goal is not only to identify role conceptions but also to
analyze Tirkiye’s discourse and role conceptions vis-a-vis role performance,
particularly concerning its management of the Syrian Civil War and the refugee crisis.
In doing so, this chapter presents the frequency and dominance of these roles across
time, offers a data-driven perspective on Tiirkiye’s evolving narrative in the
international arena, and provides a conceptual foundation for the empirical assessment
in the next chapter, where Tiirkiye’s role performance is evaluated against the claims

given in this section.

2.1. Overview of Role Distribution Based on MAXQDA Output

Before exploring the discourse and behaviors of Tiirkiye’s foreign policy during the
Syrian conflict, this sub-chapter provides a visual overview of the national role
conceptions identified in presidential speeches. Based on a systematic content analysis
of 77 speeches delivered by President Erdogan between March 2011 and December
2024, this section presents the distribution of role categories across three time periods.
First of all, the total number of texts reviewed and the total number of senteces coded
for each period are illustrated in order to make a clearer picture of the frequency of the
Syria-related speeches throughout the years. Furthermore, the pie charts below
illustrate the relative frequency and salience of each role for each period, which are
Defender of the Faith, Regional Protector, Active Independent, Developer, and
Revisionist. The related sentences selected from the speeches were coded based on
these five roles, using the qualitative content analysis tool MAXQDA. These
visualizations serve as an analytical roadmap for the following sub-chapters, offering
a comparative lens through which the evolution of Tiirkiye’s foreign policy discourse
can be better understood. As will be shown, shifts in dominant role conceptions closely
align with changes in Tiirkiye’s domestic priorities, regional ambitions, and responses
to international developments. In the following sub-chapters, the roles for each period

are explained in more detail.

Table 1. The total number of texts and the total number of sentences coded. Author’s own elaboration
based on MAXQDA output.
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First Second Third

Period Period Period TOTAL
Total Number of Texts 31 18 28 77
Total Number of Sentences Coded 963 964 672 2599

Table 1 presents the total number of texts that were reviewed during the coding
process, and the total number of sentences coded for each period. It shows that even
though the frequence of the reference to the Syrian Civil War and the refugee flow is
different, the intensity of topic in the speeches varied. While the first and the second
periods contain more references regarding the issue, the third period has relatively less.
Additionally, during the third period, there were more texts that needs to be reviewed
than the second period. However, second period has much more intensity than the third
period with regards to its references about the crisis. Ultimately, the table shows that
it does not matter how many times President Erdogan mentions about the Syrian Civil
War in different places or at different times. The intensity of the speeches is more

important and valuable.

March 2011- July 2016

M Active Independent Regional Protector [ Developer

@ Defender of the Faith M Revisionist

Figure 3. Percentage Breakdown of National Role Conceptions Identified in Erdogan’s Speeches
during the First Period (March 2011-July 2016). Author’s own elaboration based on MAXQDA output.

To begin with the first period, as seen in Figure 1, between March 2011 and July 2016,
the most dominant role was Defender of the Faith (66%). It reflects a foreign policy
discourse framed around moral responsibility and religious solidarity with the Syrian

people in Tiirkiye. In other words, the government’s discourse heavily reflected
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solidarity-based perception grounded in shared religious identity and humanitarian
principles. During this initial period, Tiirkiye also emphasized humanitarian
diplomacy, Islamic brotherhood, and the moral duty to protect the oppressed people.
Moreover, the notable presence of the Revisionist role (17%) in this period suggests
an early expression of dissatisfaction with the international system, setting the
foundation for Tirkiye’s later critical stance toward global actors. The Active
Independent and Regional Protector roles also appear but in more limited scope, and
it may signal Tiirkiye’s gradual detachment from a strictly normative approach toward

a more strategic one.

July 2016 - March 2020

24%

60%

Active Independent Regional Protector Developer

@ Defender of the Faith B Revisionist

Figure 4. Percentage Breakdown of National Role Conceptions Identified in Erdogan’s Speeches
during the Second Period (July 2016—March 2020). Author’s own elaboration based on MAXQDA
output.

Figure 2 presents the second period, and it shows that there is an important shift in
Tiirkiye’s national role conceptions covering the time period between July 2016 and
March 2020. The Regional Protector role becomes dominant (60%), while Active
Independent (24%) follows. This change reflects a securitization of the refugee crisis,
escalated by the 2016 coup attempt and cross-border military operations in Syria. In
addition, the portion of the Active Independent role increased as a response to
deteriorating relations with the EU and the US due to these actors’ position during and
after the failed coup attempt, and Tiirkiye’s desire to assert its independence vis-a-vis

these actors. The rise of this role aligns with Tiirkiye’s increasingly unilateral and
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domestically legitimized foreign policy position. The Defender of the Faith role still
remains visible but is less emphasized compared to the first period, and it points to a

rhetorical shift away from idealist frameworks toward pragmatic regional strategy.

March 2020 - December 2024

12%

I

62%

Active Independent Regional Protector @ Developer

@ Defender of the Faith M Revisionist

Figure 5. Percentage Breakdown of National Role Conceptions Identified in Erdogan’s Speeches
during the Third Period (March 2020—December 2024). Author’s own elaboration based on MAXQDA
output.

Finally, the period from March 2020 to December 2024 maintains the Regional
Protector as the most frequently assumed role (62%), confirming Tiirkiye’s sustained
emphasis on regional security and influence, as shown in Figure 3. Importantly, the
Revisionist (11%) and Defender of the Faith (10%) roles experience a relative
rebound, which may be attributed to Tiirkiye’s renewed criticism of Western actors
and its continued call for moral superiority, particularly in debates surrounding refugee
return and humanitarian aid. The modest presence of the Developer role (5%) also
suggests Tirkiye’s growing focus on post-conflict reconstruction, regional
stabilization, and facilitating the voluntary return of refugees. Ultimately, these
patterns indicate a gradual evolution from normatively driven roles to assertive,
security-centered self-conceptions, with periodic reappearances of moral and system-
challenging narratives. These results support the argument that Tiirkiye’s foreign
policy identity is both reactive and adaptive to shifting regional and international

conditions.
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The following sub-chapters examine each of the national roles in more depth across
the three periods of the Syrian conflict. Here, the goal is to identify how Tiirkiye’s
national role conceptions were reflected in foreign policy actions and to understand
why certain roles became more prominent during specific periods. In doing so, these
sections explore how Tiirkiye’s role preferences were shaped by the political, social,
and security dynamics of each period. By linking discourse to domestic and regional
developments, the analysis highlights how changing conditions influenced both the

roles that were emphasized and the motivations behind them.

2.2. First Period: March 2011-July 2016

After the outbreak of the Syrian Civil War, an important shift in Tiirkiye’s foreign
policy has been marked, especially toward its southern border. As the war grew more
intense, Tiirkiye implemented an open-door policy, presented itself as a “Defender of
the Faith,” and highlighted its moral and historical obligations to offer safety and
sanctuary to those fleeing from violence. Holsti (1970) defines the national role of the
“Defender of the Faith” as governments’ perceptions of their foreign policy agendas
in a way that they adopt to safeguard certain value systems from attack, rather than
their territories. States that adopt the Defender of the Faith national role conception
also take responsibility for special obligations to secure ideological purity for other

states.

The best way to understand this “value system” of Tiirkiye during this period is to
analyze the foreign policy perception of Davutoglu, also known as the “intellectual
architect” of AKP’s foreign policy (Aras & Gorener, p. 81). He was in office between
2009 and 2014 as the Minister of Foreign Affairs and was the Prime Minister between
2014 and 2016. He formulated his perspective on Tiirkiye’s past experiences,
resources, and ‘“historical depth, geographical positioning, and rich legacy in
international affairs” (Davutoglu, 2012). He constantly emphasized the importance of
the flow of the history and taking a position accordingly. He believed that, otherwise,
countries would drift away from their intended political trajectory with the pace of
events in the contemporary world. Davutoglu also highlighted the significance of

certain norms, such as democracy, good governance, transparency, and the rule of law,
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and claimed that Tiirkiye would eventually become the “firm defender of universal
values.” (Davutoglu, 2012, p. 3). While he was giving importance to extending
Tiirkiye’s assistance to the people who demand justice and equality, he also claimed
that there should be a balance between promoting such values and defending Tiirkiye’s
national interests (Davutoglu, 2012). Furthermore, being the “good neighbor” was one
of the initial aims of the period, strongly desiring to have a “zero problems with
neighbors” policy. (Akbaba & Ozdamar, 2019, p. 98) Davutoglu (2012, p. 2) framed
this policy as the strength of Turkish foreign policy, and he believed that Tiirkiye
should reconnect with the Middle East since it shared a common history and was
“poised to have a common destiny.” Additionally, Davutoglu (2012, p. 2) argued, "We
will not take steps that will alienate us from the hearts and minds of our region’s people
for short-term political calculations.” The whole mentality that Davutoglu provides is
supporting the role of the Defender of the Faith, since it establishes a mindset of a total
value system that includes democratic norms, an emphasis on historical legacy, and
the special obligation from this historical legacy to protect the people in need in the

region.

What is more, Davutoglu used the term “humanitarian diplomacy” for the first time in
Turkish foreign policy to describe it as the central theme. According to Meliha
Altunisik (2023), Tiirkiye’s humanitarian diplomacy is twofold: on one hand, Tiirkiye
adopts a similar perception to the traditional model of liberal peace and state-building
donors; on the other hand, it differentiates itself from these traditional Western donors.
It accuses the West of not caring enough or not caring at all and also not engaging with
the beneficiaries on equal terms. This takes the issue to another point, which is
Tiirkiye’s other dominant role during the period from the first flow of the Syrians in
2011 to the resignation of Davutoglu in 2016: the Revisionist role. Nicholas Taylor
(2007, p. 30) indicates that “Revisionism is often linked to a state's ‘satisfaction’ or
‘dissatisfaction’ with the international order.” Additionally, Steve Chan (2004, as cited
in Taylor, 2007, p. 30) claims that a satisfied state is “one that accepts the existing
ordering principles of the international system.” Whereas, as Randall Schweller (1998,
p. 17) argues, a Revisionist state tends to “undermine the established order for the
purpose of increasing their power and prestige in the system.” In light of these

explanations, Tiirkiye can also be considered a “Revisionist” state during this period,
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since disappointment with unfulfilled promises from the international community also

emerged as a common theme, especially from the EU.

These abovementioned roles are observable very clearly in the speeches of Erdogan as
well. To begin with, at the beginning of the crisis, the Syrian refugees were referred to
as “guests.” This was initially because it was believed that Syria would reach its
stability sooner, and the Syrians would stay in Tiirkiye for a much shorter period of
time. In addition, even though Tiirkiye is a party to the 1951 Convention Relating to
the Status of Refugees, it has ratified the convention with a geographical restriction by
using its right of choice for the place laid down as a condition in Article 1 of the
Convention. This restriction allows Tiirkiye to create a “conditional refugee” status
that includes the persons who fled to Tiirkiye as a result of events occurring outside
European countries, and these persons are only allowed to reside temporarily until they
are resettled to a third country (Republic of Tiirkiye, Directorate General of Migration
Management, n.d.). Thus, the first wave of Syrian immigrants had no special legal
status, and this resulted in an emergent need to create a systematic framework for the
Syrians in the following period. What is more crucial about the “guest” concept is that
the phrase also became a tool to highlight Tiirkiye’s hospitality as well as to invoke
the Ottoman Empire’s historical legacy to have a unique responsibility due to the
shared historical ties. By emphasizing these historical and cultural ties, Erdogan not
only emphasized the sui generis obligation of Tiirkiye but also justified Tiirkiye’s
leadership in the crisis. It can be seen very clearly in the speech that Erdogan made on

7 February 2012 in a parliamentary group meeting:

Syria is not just an ordinary neighbor to us, and the Syrian people are not just
any people. At every kilometer, you see the traces of our shared brotherhood,
our common history, and our shared civilization. From the Crusades to the War
of Independence, for a thousand years, we lived on these lands together, in
solidarity and harmony, and defended them side by side. The Syrian people are
our brothers and sisters. This bond of brotherhood is written into history with
blood. We cannot and will not remain silent about what is happening in Syria.
We cannot and will not turn our backs on the Syrian people. (AKP
Parliamentary Group Meeting, Ankara, February 7, 2012)

While consistently mentioning the Syrians as the Turkish people’s “brothers and

sisters,” it is important to note that Erdogan also highlighted the temporary nature of
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the presence of the Syrians and rejected the notion of any formal integration. In one of
his speeches to Syrian refugees at the Onciipinar Temporary Accommodation Center

in Kilis, he said:

God willing, until security is established in Syria, and until you voluntarily
wish to return, we will host you; just as a brother hosts his brother, we will host
you to the best of our ability. (Address to Syrian Refugees at Onciipinar
Temporary Accommodation Center, Kilis, May 6, 2012)

Constantly emphasizing the Islamic concept of “Ansar-Muhdajir,” Tiirkiye began to
frame its assistance to Syrian refugees as a religious, historical, and cultural duty. This
analogy refers to the Ansar of Medina, who sheltered Prophet Mohammed and his
followers, and the Muhajirun of Mecca after their “hijrah” to Medina. Within this
context, the word “hijrah” refers to “the migration of Muhammad and his Companions
from Mecca to Medina in 622,” the word “Ansar” means “people of Medina who
supported Muhammad after the hijrah,” and the word “Muhgjir” refers to “emigrant.”
(“The Oxford Dictionary of Islam,” 2003) On 20 July 2014, in a meeting in Hatay,

President Erdogan explained the analogy:

Hatay, the city of brotherhood; Hatay, the city of solidarity; Hatay, which has
been the Ansar to its Syrian migrant brothers... Sooner or later, our Syrian
guests will return to their homes. And when that day comes, what will remain
with us is the pride of having been their Ansar. (Speech in Hatay, Hatay, July
20, 2014)

The words and phrases Erdogan consistently used in his speeches created a pattern that
brings out the government’s guardianship of the Syrian people, based on the past
connections originating from the Ottoman Empire and the brotherhood derived from
Islam, and being part of the same Ummah. With this perspective, Tiirkiye claims a type
of transnational Islamic community as an upper identity. The government tried to
highlight the unity and solidarity that had historically existed between the peoples of
Anatolia and the Levant, portraying its response as a continuation of this shared legacy.
Therefore, this guardianship distinctly interprets historical and religious ties as a whole
value system, which was one of the cornerstones of Davutoglu’s foreign policy agenda

during his period.
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Furthermore, Tiirkiye also adopted a “Revisionist” approach in its foreign policy,
blaming the international system and international organizations for their inadequate
response to the Syrian crisis and not caring enough about the Syrians. In many of his
speeches, President Erdogan directly criticized the international system, and he
reminded the responsibility of “ending the massacre” in Syria to the United Nations
Security Council (UNSC). Erdogan frequently underlined the permanent members'
insufficiency and failure to act decisively in the face of increasing violence in Syria.
Erdogan argued that in these circumstances, the international community would have

no choice but to support the Syrian people’s right to self-defense.

I must state that, unless the Syrian regime demonstrates the necessary
cooperation, it will become an unavoidable necessity for the United Nations
Security Council to assume its responsibility and to put an end to the massacre
in Syria. Should the Security Council once again refrain from fulfilling this
historic responsibility, the international community will be left with no choice
but to support the Syrian people's legitimate right to self-defense. (Friends of
the Syrian People Group—Second Conference, April 1, 2012, p. 3)

In another speech, Erdogan condemned the indifference of the international
organizations, particularly the UNSC, and highlighted their failure to contribute to the

humanitarian crisis.

Unfortunately, the massacres in Syria continue to escalate, fueled by the
indifference of the international community, most notably the United Nations
Security Council. (AKP Parliamentary Group Extended Meeting, September
5,2012, p. 6)

Tirkiye’s dissatisfaction with the system supports Schweller’s argument, which
proposes that Revisionist states tend to use their discontent to escalate their power and
prestige. In line with this, in addition to accusations of not being sufficient, Erdogan
also complains about the unfair burden-sharing. He condemns the level of
humanitarian aid contribution of the wealthy countries and the United Nations (UN)
and complains about Tiirkiye as having been left to bear a disproportionate share of

the refugee crisis on its own.

My country currently hosts 2 million refugees from Iraq and Syria. We are
meeting all of their needs, from food to clothing, healthcare, and education. In
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addition to the humanitarian aid, we have provided so far, we spent 5.5 billion
dollars on Syrian refugees. What is the amount of financial aid we received
from the United Nations in this respect? Only 250 million dollars, whereas we
spent 5.5 billion dollars. Where are those rich countries? Where is the United
Nations? Where is the United Nations Security Council? Turkey is struggling
alone. (2015.02.12 Conference at Mexico Matias Romero Institute, p. 3)

At the same time, as a Revisionist actor dissatisfied with the existing international
system, the Turkish government demanded a reform to solve the problems caused by
the global community’s failure to deliver on promised burden-sharing. Erdogan often
referred to his now-famous phrase “The world is bigger than five,” questioning the
legitimacy of a system where five permanent members could dominate international
decisions, while large parts of the world, including the Muslim world, were excluded

from meaningful representation.

I would like to say right here and now that the world is bigger than five. Is there
a single Muslim country among these five? No. When we look at this in terms
of continents, we see that Europe, Asia, and America are represented there. Are
there representatives from other continents? No. So, is the fate of the whole
world in the hands of these five members? What kind of justice is that? The
world is no longer as it was after World War 11; we live in a different world
now. A politician must always adjust himself to current conditions. If you
cannot adjust to the current situation, you cannot be a politician, and you cannot
achieve success for your country. So, it is essential that the UN Security
Council be reformed. (2015.01.21 10th Conference of the Parliamentary Union
of the PUIC, p. 6)

These examples illustrate Tiirkiye’s Revisionist foreign policy identity, and it is driven
not only by frustration with certain policy failures but also by a deeper dissatisfaction
with structural inequalities in the international system. Tiirkiye’s discourse during this
period aimed to emphasize the injustice and to position itself as the vocal advocate for

systemic change and moral leadership.

Ultimately, Tiirkiye's first approach to the Syrian Civil War illustrates the development
of a unique set of values consistent with Holsti's explanation of the conception of the
"Defender of the Faith™ national role. Instead of concentrating only on territorial
issues, this position entails defending and advancing particular ideological, cultural,

or moral ideals. Tiirkiye's self-perception as a guardian of shared values and traditions
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is emphasized by its open-door policy, constant focus on the Islamic idea of Ansar-
Muhajir, historical brotherhood, and Ottoman legacy. Emphasizing these components,
Tiirkiye presented its actions as carrying out a moral obligation to protect ideological
and cultural purity, not just for its own citizens but also for those who have historical
and religious ties to it. This value system allowed Tiirkiye to project itself as a protector
of a broader moral and cultural framework for foreign policy. In addition, as a
Revisionist actor, the Turkish government intensified its demand for "fair burden-
sharing," with Erdogan regularly using the mantra "The world is bigger than five" to
criticize the international system and request a more equitable allocation of
responsibilities. This frustration was combined with efforts to redefine Tiirkiye’s role
in global governance and the constant emphasis on the need for a change in the

international system.

2.3. Second Period: July 2016-March 2020

With the resignation of Davutoglu and the attempted coup on July 15, both in 2016, a
period of securitization in Tiirkiye’s foreign policy has started. The policy
implemented on the Syrian refugees has begun to be increasingly framed through a
lens of national security and geopolitical strategy. The government abandoned the
approach that Davutoglu framed during its time in office. Rather than developing a
humanitarian diplomacy, Turkish foreign policy became more protectionist and
independent during this period, prioritizing national interests over international
obligations that it had previously undertaken. Tiirkiye was still adopting a special
responsibility to protect the Syrians; however, its approach was more aggressive and
assertive during this period. It developed a more strategic protectionist attitude that

ensures the physical security of the Syrian people.

According to Holsti (1970), a state that adopts the “Regional Protector” national role
conception emphasizes the responsibility of protecting neighboring regions, even if it
may imply special leadership obligations on a regional or issue-area basis. When it
came to the Turkish case, the government began to frame the refugee problem as a
national security issue, especially after 2015, when the number of Syrians entering the

country increased sharply (PMM, n.d.) and attacks along the border intensified. For
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example, in January 2016, the southeastern city of Kilis was struck by rockets fired
from ISIS-held areas in northern Syria, killing and injuring civilians (BBC News,
2016). These attacks created widespread fear and drew attention to the vulnerability
of border towns. As public anxiety increased, the government began to treat border
security as an urgent matter. In response, Tiirkiye launched military operations into
Syria to push back these threats and wanted to make sure to secure its borders and its
citizens living in the region. In addition, these operations aimed to completely
eliminate the presence of terrorist organizations, such as ISIS and YPG, while
simultaneously supporting the Free Syrian Army in their efforts to preserve Syria’s
territorial integrity. Another key objective was to prevent civilians from being harmed
by terrorist activities and to restore basic stability in the affected areas. However,
beyond these immediate concerns, the long-term goal of these interventions was to
create the necessary conditions for the voluntary and dignified return of Syrian

refugees currently residing in Tiirkiye.

In parallel with this security-oriented transformation, a second national role conception
emerged more visibly in the Turkish government’s foreign policy discourse. The
securitization also caused a discourse that Tiirkiye does not receive any support from
its allies, and they are even threatening them by giving financial support to the
terrorists. This perception leads to another national role of Tiirkiye during this period:
being an “Active Independent” country. Holsti (1970) defines the “Active
Independent” as a national orientation in which a state shapes its foreign policy based
primarily on its own national interests, without necessarily aligning with the agendas
or expectations of global powers or long-standing alliances. In other words, it is
making foreign policy decisions to serve national interests rather than the interests of
others. In Tirkiye’s case, this role emphasized the Turkish government’s ability to act
determinedly and unilaterally when necessary and pursue its national interests without
deference to traditional allies or global institutions. Concerning NATO, Tiirkiye
blames the allies, especially the US, for not properly complying with the spirit of the

alliance and for supporting the terrorist organizations.

In addition, Tiirkiye signed the EU-Tiirkiye Deal on 18 March 2016 with great

enthusiasm because of the project-based financial aid for the refugees in Tiirkiye and
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expected visa liberalization for Turkish citizens. The deal mainly aimed to manage the
irregular migration across the Aegean Sea. As part of this cooperation framework,
Tirkiye agreed to the readmission of irregular migrants arriving on the Greek islands,
while the EU committed to resettling an equivalent number of Syrian refugees directly
from Tiirkiye under a “one-for-one” formula. The arrangement was not only designed
to fight human smuggling and irregular crossings but also aimed to replace these
patterns with an orderly, humane, and legal resettlement mechanism. Initial
implementation began on 4 April 2016, when Tiirkiye accepted the return of 325
irregular migrants, while 78 Syrians were resettled to Germany, the Netherlands, and
Finland. These measures were framed as evidence of Tiirkiye’s commitment to
regional cooperation and burden-sharing in migration governance. At the same time,
Tiirkiye continued to uphold its open-door policy and non-refoulement principle,
providing shelter, healthcare, education, and legal protection to over 2.7 million
Syrians on its territory. Syrians returned from the Greek islands were granted
temporary protection, and asylum applications from non-Syrian nationals were
processed under Turkish domestic and international legal frameworks, maintaining the
country’s emphasis on humanitarian responsibility and rule-of-law compliance
(Republic of Tiirkiye, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, n.d.). Nevertheless, after a while,
Tiirkiye started to blame the EU as well, stating that the EU did not keep its promises
and did not give adequate support to the Syrians within the EU borders, leaving
Tiirkiye alone. Since Tirkiye and the EU have a long history that includes their
ongoing economic relations and Tiirkiye’s application to become an EU member state,
this criticism can also be viewed as a condemnation of not relying on the spirit of their

alliance.

During this period, the most dominant role of being a “Regional Protector” is quite
visible and repetitive in President Erdogan’s speeches. To begin with, the AKP
government presented itself as the protector and pioneer of the oppressed and
victimized. Rather than safeguarding the suggested value system of the Ottoman
legacy and historical obligations of Tiirkiye, the government shifted its focus to
protecting Tirkiye’s borders. Tirkiye addressed the perceived threats posed by
terrorist organizations like the PKK and its Syrian offshoot, the YPG. During this
period, military operations such as Operation Euphrates Shield (2016), Olive Branch
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(2018), and Peace Spring (2019) were launched, and this was a sign of a more
aggressive and protectionist stance on territorial security. For example, on 7th October
2017, in the AKP’s 26th Consultation and Assessment Meeting Opening Speech,
Erdogan said:

We are continuing our discussions, initiatives, and operations aimed at
resolving the security crisis and humanitarian tragedies in Syria. Despite all
efforts to exclude our country, we persist in exploring every avenue and trying
every approach, fully aware that this issue is closely linked to our national
security. With the space we carved out for ourselves in the region through the
Euphrates Shield Operation, we are now working to take this further with a
new step aimed at ensuring the security of Idlib. (AKP’s 26th Consultation and
Assessment Meeting Opening Speech, Afyonkarahisar, October 7, 2017)

This framing demonstrates Tiirkiye’s determination to act independently as a
stabilizing force in northern Syria, particularly in areas perceived as critical to national
security. Erdogan’s speech also addresses both humanitarian and security concerns
regarding the nature of these interventions. In a later statement, he further elaborated

on the reasoning behind Tiirkiye’s continued military presence in Syria:

Due to the oppression inflicted on the local population by the PKK-YPG, none
of the Syrians in our country are able to return to their homes. Our goal is to
ensure that this region is handed back to the governance of its own people as
soon as possible. (AKP Parliamentary Group Meeting, Ankara, February 5,
2019)

With this in mind, the operations were not only aimed at fighting terrorism but were
also aimed at establishing safe zones in northern Syria. The Turkish government
claimed that the existence of terrorist organizations delayed the safe return of Syrian
refugees, in addition to endangering Tirkiye's territorial integrity. In his remarks,
President Erdogan often emphasized this link, claiming that Tiirkiye's military actions
in northern Syria were essential to achieving the two simultaneous objectives, which

are combating terrorism and assisting in the return of refugees.

We know that Tiirkiye cannot be secure without Syria being secure. We are
aware that we cannot be at peace while the Syrian people cannot look to their
future with confidence. So far, nearly 100,000 Syrian migrants have returned
to their homes in the Euphrates Shield Operation area and have begun living
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normal lives thanks to the opportunities provided by our country. (AKP
Kiitahya Provincial Congress, Kiitahya, January 20, 2018)

The government also constantly offered a set of developing infrastructure and
urbanization plans in those safe zones, which were promoted as essential for

facilitating the voluntary return of Syrian refugees in Tiirkiye:

In areas like Jarabulus, Al-Bab, and Azaz, and with the establishment of
security in Afrin, we are not merely expelling terrorists. We are also making
these regions livable for their rightful owners, our Syrian brothers and sisters.
From electricity to water, roads to hospitals, schools to housing, we are
rebuilding all settlements from the ground up and returning them to their
owners. Additionally, we are establishing institutional structures to manage the
region, from security to municipal services. We did not go there to occupy but
to liberate our Syrian brothers and sisters from oppression and help them build
a secure future for themselves. (AKP Provincial Congress, Erzurum, March
16, 2018)

In addition to using the success of military operations in Syria as a pretext for the
return of Syrian refugees, government officials were also comparing these campaigns
to the bravery shown during the July 15 coup attempt. The Turkish leadership made a
symbolic link between its aggressive behavior in Syria and its domestic resistance
during the July 15 coup attempt. Erdogan frequently compared the fight against the
Gulenists, who are accused by the AKP government of plotting the failed coup détat
to the fight against external threats like 1SIS and the PKK/YPG. This story reaffirmed
that Tirkiye's ability to address security threats inside and outside its borders was
essential to its continued existence as a country. The public responded strongly to the
portrayal of these military actions as a continuation of the spirit of July 15, which
showed Tiirkiye as a country under continual attack but one that can overcome
hardship by remaining united and determined: “This nation took to the streets on July
15 for areason, and today, Tiirkiye is in Syria for the very same reason.” (AKP Ankara

Provincial Consultation Assembly Meeting, Ankara, March 2, 2020)

In addition, Tiirkiye’s discourse during this period frequently emphasized a growing
sense of abandonment by its NATO allies, particularly the US. Since Tiirkiye defines
YPG as a Syrian extension of the PKK and considers it a terrorist organization,

Erdogan consistently argued that the US’ actions directly undermined Tiirkiye’s
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national security and territorial integrity and contradicted the core principles of the
alliance. As an Active Independent actor, there are also evident speeches in Erdogan’s
condemnation toward the US, claiming that it is complicit in terrorist activities due to
the financial and military support provided to the YPG. He indicates that if the US
continues not to act accordingly, Tiirkiye will do whatever it has to do to protect its

borders and the region:

We are fully aware of the scenario that the United States is trying to implement
through these organizations, as it simultaneously undermines Tiirkiye’s
operations against both ISIS and the PYD. Being allies is one thing; engaging
in acts that do not befit such an alliance is another. Just because we are together
in NATO, does that mean we must remain silent in the face of wrongdoing?
I’m sorry, but we will speak up. (AKP Provincial Chairs Meeting, November
17, 2017, p. 5)

The Active Independent stance became even more obvious as Tiirkiye positioned itself
as a regional power that would take any necessary action without waiting for
international approvals. Erdogan’s speeches often carried a clear message that Tiirkiye
had the capacity and the legitimacy to protect its borders and intervene in regional

affairs, regardless of the positions of its allies:

That is why those who once directed ISIS are now unleashing the PYD and
YPG—the Syrian offshoot of the PKK—against us. Where do PYD and YPG
members receive their salaries from? From the United States. As you know,
the U.S. budget has been announced, and the funds allocated to these terrorist
organizations have been officially included in it. Moreover, military aid of all
kinds continues. So, how are we supposed to call this a partnership? How do
you explain this? (Opening Ceremony of the 18th Term of AKP Political
Academy, March 9, 2018, p. 5)

This independent posture is not only limited to security and military discourse. The
Turkish government also adopted a critical approach toward the EU, particularly
regarding the EU-Tiirkiye Deal signed in 2016. The agreement was initially welcomed
by the government since it promised visa liberalization and project-based financial aid;
however, it later became a symbol of disappointment. Tiirkiye accused the EU of
failing to deliver on its promises and of shifting the burden onto itself. As the

dissatisfaction increased, the Turkish government began to use a more assertive stance.
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In an outstanding example, Erdogan warned the European countries about the

possibility of opening the gates and allowing Syrians to cross the borders.

Following the increase in attacks against our soldiers, we decided not to
prevent refugees who wish to go to Europe from doing so. This is not a forced
action; they want to leave. Have we provided for them—fed them, clothed
them, and met their needs—for the past nine years? Yes, we have. Now, they
want to go to Europe, and we are not forcibly blocking their way. Months ago,
| warned the West: 'If you do not approach fair burden-sharing, we will open
the gates." They thought | was joking. And we opened the gates. Now, our
guests are leaving. We have never had an obligation to force anyone to stay in
our country. (AKP Parliamentary Group Meeting, Ankara, March 11, 2020)

It becomes evident that Tiirkiye’s Active Independent national role went beyond
rhetoric to practice. In other words, it translated into policy actions aimed at
influencing regional dynamics and negotiating power balances with traditional
partners, the US and the EU.

Tiirkiye’s self-perception between July 2016 and March 2020 reflects its national role
as both a Regional Protector and an Active Independent state, as outlined by Holsti.
Tirkiye underlined its responsibilities as a regional guardian to protect its borders and
surrounding areas, especially by launching military operations to counter terrorist
threats like the PKK/YPG and create safe zones for displaced people. This proactive
approach also established that Tiirkiye is a leading actor in addressing regional
instability, as seen by its military operations, which serve to both strengthen Tiirkiye's
security and set the groundwork for the return of Syrian refugees. Simultaneously, as
an Active Independent state, Tiirkiye prioritized its national interest over international
obligations, as evident in Tiirkiye’s discourse against the US and the EU, claiming
their decisions do not comply with their partnership with Tiirkiye. The Active
Independent role reflects Tiirkiye’s shift from multilateral cooperation toward a more
sovereignty-centered and pragmatic foreign policy, especially in the context of the
Syrian crisis. It demonstrates how Tiirkiye's foreign policy identity evolved from
alliance-based dependence toward strategic autonomy, shaped by both perceived
betrayal and geopolitical necessity.

2.4. Third Period: March 2020-December 2024
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New challenges were introduced in March 2020 with the start of the COVID-19
pandemic. The measures that resulted from the pandemic prevented the government
from allowing refugees to leave for Europe. In addition, the pandemic also worsened
economic instability and increased public intolerance toward refugees. However,
Tiirkiye’s position of “Regional Protector” remained the same as in the previous
period. It is worth highlighting that Tiirkiye did not change its dominant discourse
since 2016 and continued up until Assad’s fall in December 2024. It is also important
to note that the roles that Tiirkiye adopts during this period vary. While it dominantly
continues to be a Regional Protector state, the discourse almost equally includes Active

Independent, Revisionist, and Defender of the Faith roles.

Although it is relatively less, the “Developer” role also becomes evident during this
period. Holsti claims that when a state is a “Developer” state, its national role
conception points to a unique responsibility to support developing nations. It is
common to find references to specialized abilities or benefits for performing such
ongoing duties. Tiirkiye demonstrated the characteristics of a “Developer” national
role conception by investing significantly in northern Syria's infrastructure
reconstruction and governance formation. It showed its dedication to promoting peace
and growth in the area by establishing livable conditions and assisting the refugees'

voluntary return.

In addition to Tiirkiye’s transforming national role conceptions, domestic economic
problems, and rising anti-immigrant sentiment in public also significantly shaped the
political rhetoric and refugee discourse during the period from March 2020 to
December 2024. Importantly, the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic coincided
with significant shifts in Tiirkiye’s monetary and fiscal policies. In line with President
Erdogan’s unorthodox economic vision of “low interest, low inflation,” the Central
Bank of Tiirkiye began a series of aggressive interest rate cuts in 2021 under the
leadership of Sahap Kavcioglu, despite rising global inflationary pressures (124,
2021). This policy approach led to a sharp depreciation of the Turkish lira and resulted
in increasing inflation rates and a significant rise in the cost of living. Subsequently,

in December 2021 “Currency-Protected Deposit Scheme (Kur Korumali Mevduat,
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KKM) was introduced by the Turkish Ministry of Treasury and Finance and the
Central Bank of the Republic of Tirkiye (Tiirkive Cumhuriyeti Merkez Bankast,
TCMB), with the aim of protecting the Turkish lira against exchange rate fluctuations
and supporting financial stability. KKM encourages savers to prefer the Turkish lira
over foreign currencies and guarantees compensation from public authorities. While it
was designed to enhance the attractiveness of the Turkish lira, the potential fiscal
burden it may impose has made it a significant point of debate in the context of Turkish
economic policymaking (TCMB, 2022). Treasury and Finance Minister Nureddin
Nebati publicly defended the government’s controversial financial instrument, calling
it “the invention of the century” (T24, 2023), despite ongoing criticisms that it
disproportionately benefited large investors while failing to address structural
inequalities. As a result, living costs increased, and access to basic needs, particularly
housing and stable employment, became increasingly difficult for many citizens.
These structural strains intensified existing frustrations, and the refugee population

was increasingly framed as a contributing factor to Tiirkiye’s economic difficulties.
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Figure 6. Tiirkiye’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) Trend (2013-2023) Source: Trading Economics,
based on World Bank data (https://tradingeconomics.com/turkey/gdp).

As Figure 6 illustrates, there was a significant decline around 2020 in Tiirkiye’s GDP
in USD billions. This decline corresponds to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic,
followed by a sharp rise in the subsequent years. Accordingly, as purchasing power
declined, housing shortages worsened, and employment insecurity spread across
middle- and low-income groups, the public narrative began to shift. Syrians were

increasingly portrayed not as vulnerable populations but as competitors in a strained
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economy. Anti-immigrant sentiment intensified, becoming politically institutionalized
through the rise of the Victory Party (ZP), led by Umit Ozdag. Ozdag publicly called
for mass deportations and accused the government of ignoring its own population in
favor of refugees through aggressive statements and targeted media campaigns. The
party's portrayal of refugees as the leading cause of Tiirkiye's economic and social
issues gained momentum, especially in urban areas where informal labor and rent
inflation are widespread. This discourse intensified as a growing portion of the
population experienced housing shortages, wage competition, and increased
unemployment problems, which were also worsened by the government's currency

protection program and the economic crisis in 2023.

During this period, Tiirkiye was maintaining its national role as a Regional Protector
and humanitarian actor by investing in voluntary return infrastructure and
reconstruction projects in northern Syria. However, at the same time, the domestic
discourse became increasingly securitized and defensive, emphasizing border control,
demographic preservation, and national unity. The Turkish government attempted to
strike a balance between external commitments to voluntary and dignified return
mechanisms and internal demands for strict migration control. In other words,
internationally, Tiirkiye continued to emphasize its investment in northern Syria’s
reconstruction and refugee return infrastructure; domestically, it reinforced a stricter
stance on migration management, occasionally using migration as a lever in diplomatic
negotiations with the EU. As a result, during this period, Tiirkiye’s foreign policy
identity provided both a continuation of its strategic regional roles and a growing
assertiveness in the face of domestic pressures that were rooted in economic fragility

and nationalist mobilization.

Similar to the second period, although humanitarian projects and voluntary return
initiatives have continued, the government has started to discuss the refugee problem
in terms of its implications for domestic stability and security rather than as part of
Tiirkiye’s moral or humanitarian obligations. While military operations against the
PKK/YPG remained, national security concerns took precedence over efforts for the
return of refugees. Economic challenges and the emergence of nationalist discourse
from political parties like ZP contributed to the growth of anti-refugee sentiment in

Tiirkiye. The government responded by framing racism, Islamophobia, and anti-
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immigrant attitudes as threats to national unity and focusing on integration initiatives.

The President argued that:

One of the repercussions of the migration crisis is the rise in hate speech. The
increasing racism, Islamophobia, and anti-immigrant sentiment on a global
scale are gradually turning into a national security issue. Southeast Europe is
also significantly affected by these threats and challenges. In this regard, it is
of great importance that we focus on projects that enable our citizens to better
understand and appreciate each other’s cultures. (Speech delivered at the
South-East European Cooperation Summit, 17 June 2021)

Moreover, the construction of brick housing units in northern Syria, especially those
supported by Qatari funding and coordinated with Turkish civil society organizations,
emerged as a cornerstone of Tiirkiye’s migration management strategy during this
period (AFAD, 2024). While the voluntary return of Syrian refugees remained a
formal and strategic objective, the government increasingly framed these
infrastructure projects as both a humanitarian necessity and a geopolitical instrument
to reduce domestic tensions and increase regional influence. These initiatives were
presented as a concrete response to intensified public pressure for the return of Syrians
while also signaling Tiirkiye’s long-term commitment to the post-conflict stabilization
of Syria’s northern regions. By investing in housing, schools, healthcare facilities, and
municipal-style administrative services in areas under Turkish military influence, the
government aimed to reconstruct safe zones as possible destinations for return. In his
2023 speech, President Erdogan emphasized the voluntary and dignified nature of
these returns, highlighting that the state’s efforts were not grounded in coercion or

forced displacement:

We have built brick houses in northern Syria, not only as a government but
also in collaboration with our civil society organizations. Additionally, efforts
are ongoing to construct housing in Syria, supported by Qatar, with the
capacity to accommodate 1 million refugees. Just yesterday, my Interior
Minister initiated the groundbreaking ceremony for this project. Alongside
this, we have established and are continuing to establish the infrastructure to
enable the voluntary return of Syrians from Tiirkiye to these areas. Let me
emphasize, this is not being done by expelling them or through force or deceit,
but through voluntary and dignified means. (Speech Delivered at the 'Strong
Industry, Strong Tiirkiye' Istanbul Meeting Program, 25 May 2023)
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The statement reflects the government’s attempt to maintain a balance between
presenting return policies as humane and rights-based to international audiences while
responding to strong domestic demands for demographic transformation and enhanced
border control. In this sense, brick housing projects became more than humanitarian
gestures; they evolved into a hybrid policy tool that aimed at reconciling Tiirkiye’s

normative aspirations with its internal political realities and regional strategic goals.

Another important aspect of this period is that Tiirkiye’s migration diplomacy
transformed into a more assertive and strategic direction. One of the most significant
demonstrations of this shift was President Erdogan’s growing emphasis on burden-
sharing and the limits of Tiirkiye’s capacity to manage the refugee crisis without
meaningful international support. In his speech, President Erdogan warned that
Tiirkiye would no longer act as a “buffer zone” for Europe without adequate support

and criticized the EU for failing to fully deliver the €6 billion promised.

The €6 billion promised to us under the March 18 Agreement has still not been
fully delivered, even after all this time. Even international media outlets are
starting to recognize and acknowledge this reality. According to a recent report
published in the international press, Tiirkiye is the only country that has truly
taken responsibility for Syrian refugees. (Speech at Dokuz Eyliil University
International Conference, Migration: Projections for the Next Twenty Years
and Beyond Program, Izmir, February 22, 2021)

This attitude also shows Tiirkiye’s effort to reposition itself in global migration
governance as a central actor. The discourse began to frame Tiirkiye as a humanitarian
host as well as a global stakeholder whose efforts must be matched with international
solidarity. As suggested by Schweller (1998), adopting the Revisionist role, Tiirkiye
also started to use its refugee burden as a trump card against the international

community and tried to highlight this as a part of its prestige in the global system.

The phrase we voiced at the United Nations, ‘the world is bigger than five," has
been expanded into a thesis that a fairer world is possible, reflecting humanity's
shared aspirations. With this perspective, Tiirkiye stands with the oppressed,
the victimized, and the advocates of justice and truth across a vast geography—
from the Balkans to the Caucasus, and from Africa to South Asia.
Undoubtedly, such an honorable and principled stance comes with a cost.
Together with our nation, we have never shied away from paying that cost
when necessary, and we never will.
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At the same time, one of the most significant factors behind Tiirkiye's rise as a
regional and global power is the ripple effect of this dignified stance. Wherever
we go in the world, we see the manifestations of this positive atmosphere in
the eyes of people who look at us with love and hope. Those who view the
presence of 3.6 million Syrians and a total of 5 million foreign nationals in
Tiirkiye as a burden should consider this reality from this broader perspective.”
(Speech Following the Cabinet Meeting, October 11, 2021)

In his speech, Erdogan links Tiirkiye’s refugee policy with a broader moral mission,
framing the country as both a moral leader and a regional power committed to justice.
However, this noble portrayal is paired with an implicit message to the international
community: if Tlrkiye is to continue fulfilling such a demanding role, it requires more
than symbolic praise; therefore, it needs structural support and recognition. The
Turkish government's strategy aims to promote its moral legitimacy in the

international arena and to justify its demands for fairer migration governance globally.

Furthermore, Tiirkiye's cross-border operations were increasingly represented as
essential to preventing internal instability. The government stated that these operations
demonstrated its commitment to protecting its territorial integrity and also rejecting
attempts to weaponize refugee flows to destabilize Tiirkiye. In official discourse, the
operations were no longer framed only as counterterrorism efforts, but they were also
linked to the prevention of irregular migration. By stabilizing regions in northern Syria
through its military presence and reconstruction efforts, Tiirkiye aimed to eliminate
the push factors that trigger secondary displacement into its territory. President

Erdogan stated:

“Our cross-border operations have thwarted attempts to destabilize Tiirkiye
through irregular migration waves aimed at causing internal turmoil. More than
620,000 Syrians, who were in our country under temporary protection status,
have returned to the secure areas liberated from terrorism.” (Speech Delivered
Following the Cabinet Meeting, 16 January 2024)

This declaration highlights how Tiirkiye’s foreign policy actions regarding military
interventions were increasingly justified through their domestic implications. The
claim that over 620,000 Syrians had returned to post-conflict areas emphasizes the
government's efforts to position itself as a Regional Protector and as a sovereign actor

capable of addressing migration-related security risks without relying on any
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international actors. In this context, cross-border operations in Syria are not
represented as reactive security measures but as proactive governance strategies. They
were designed to reshape regional dynamics while simultaneously managing internal
pressures. The emphasis on the liberated areas from terrorism and voluntary returns
was presented to highlight Tiirkiye’s moral legitimacy in the eyes of the international
community and to reinforce a securitized and autonomous migration discourse

domestically.

The period between March 2020 and December 2024 provides the consolidation of
Tiirkiye’s identity as a Regional Protector, and also reflects the increasing influence
of domestic pressures on its foreign policy discourse. This role was increasingly
accompanied by a multidimensional discourse that invoked Active Independent,
Revisionist, and Developer roles as well. Although Tiirkiye continued to present a
humanitarian and stabilizing role internationally, which was supported by
reconstruction efforts and return-oriented infrastructure in northern Syria, the internal
discourse shifted toward a more securitized and reactive posture. The beginning of the
COVID-19 pandemic, rising economic instability, inflation, housing shortages, and
nationalist political mobilization, particularly under the influence of parties like ZP,
reconstructed the refugee discourse into a matter of domestic security and political
dispute. This situation resulted in a foreign policy agenda that fluctuates between
Tiirkiye’s humanitarian norms and regional strategies. Being consistent with Holsti’s
Developer role, Tiirkiye continued its commitments by investing heavily in the
reconstruction of northern Syria during this period. Consequently, these investments
were presented as a part of the humanitarian diplomacy and a regional strategy that
aimed to stabilize the borders and to enable voluntary returns. Furthermore, Tiirkiye
continued to emphasize its national sovereignty, and its dissatisfaction with the global

burden-sharing regime has reinforced its Revisionist stance in the international system.

Ultimately, this sub-chapter shows that both long-term regional ambitions and short-
term domestic challenges significantly affected Tiirkiye’s foreign policy approach
during the third period. Even though Tiirkiye continued its national role as a Regional
Protector, its approach became more flexible and reactive regarding economic
difficulties and rising public pressure. During this period, Tiirkiye adopted a

combination of roles that shifted over time. This may demonstrate an adaptive strategy,
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as national role conceptions were continually reshaped by changing international

dynamics and internal political and economic realities.

The following chapter examines the extent to which these national role conceptions
were revealed in Tiirkiye’s role performance in managing the Syrian refugee crisis,

which covers its foreign policy actions, legal regulations, and institutional practices.
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CHAPTER 3

ANALYZING THE ROLE PERFORMANCE OF TURKIYE IN THE CASE
OF THE SYRIAN REFUGEE CRISIS

This chapter aims to evaluate how Tiirkiye’s role performance, policies, regulations,
and institutional response align with the national role conceptions identified in the
previous chapter. While Chapter II examined the discursive construction of Tiirkiye’s
identity in the context of the Syrian refugee crisis, this chapter discusses a systematic
analysis of whether and to what extent these commitments were translated into
practices. In order to achieve this, the chapter applies Holsti’s concept of role
performance, which is interpreted as a more comprehensive pattern of behavior
framing attitudes, choices, and institutional decisions made toward other actors in the
international system rather than just the fulfillment of foreign policy acts (Holsti, 1970,
p. 245). This analytical lens helps to assess the degree to which Tiirkiye’s foreign
policy roles were implemented in practice. This chapter assesses Tiirkiye’s migration
policies through three periods, and it builds upon the same periodization used in the
analysis of role conceptions: (1) March 2011-July 2016, (2) July 2016-March 2020,
and (3) March 2020-December 2024. For each period, the chapter analyzes official
laws and regulations, statistical data from the Turkish Ministry of Interior, reports by
international organizations such as UNHCR and Human Rights Watch, as well as
documents and field assessments published by domestic NGOs and civil society actors

in Tirkiye.

In doing so, the chapter identifies key factors that have caused Tiirkiye’s role
performance to either substantiate or diverge from the roles it claimed during these
years. These factors include Syrian refugees' legal status and rights, institutional
development for migration management, border control and security operations,

humanitarian assistance, voluntary return and reconstruction projects, and
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international burden-sharing initiatives. This chapter highlights consistency,
contradiction, and change in Tiirkiye's migration governance starting with the first
Syrian refugee flow in March 2011 and the fall of Assad in December 2024 by
comparing these performance indicators with the role conceptions examined in
Chapter 1, which are Defender of the Faith, Revisionist, Regional Protector, Active
Independent, and Developer. Ultimately, this chapter aims to answer the central
research question of the thesis from an empirical standpoint: To what extent did
Tirkiye’s national role conception, as expressed in speeches, translate into role

performance during the Syrian refugee crisis?

3.1. First Period: March 2011-July 2016

Tiirkiye’s initial response to the Syrian refugee crisis was shaped by a humanitarian
approach and a set of moral imperatives grounded in religious and historical ties, as
discussed in Chapter II. In this period, Tiirkiye adopted an open-door policy, refused
to return Syrians to their country in conflict, and quickly established temporary
shelters. However, the early response was mostly reactive and based on short-term
expectations. The absence of a legal framework for dealing with such a quite
significant and long-term displacement paved the way to certain inconsistencies

between Tiirkiye’s normative discourse and its institutional readiness.

One of the significant indicators of this gap was the terminology used to describe the
Syrian arrivals. At the beginning of the crisis, Tiirkiye did not formally recognize
Syrians as “refugees” due to the geographical limitation it maintains under the 1951
Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol. Instead, Syrians were referred to as guests,
a term that signaled moral responsibility rooted in hospitality, but unfortunately,
lacked legal grounding. This approach postponed the implementation of long-term
protection measures toward the Syrian refugees and also revealed the assumption that
they would eventually return to their homes. Nevertheless, over time, Tiirkiye
acknowledged the need for a more structured and sustainable response and took
essential steps toward legal reform and institutional development. The most significant
advancement regarding the establishment of a legal grounding for Syrians was the
enactment of the Law on Foreigners and International Protection (LFIP) in April 2014,

followed by the Temporary Protection (TP) Regulation in October of the same year.
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For the first time, these regulations created a comprehensive framework that defines

the rights and responsibilities of Syrians under temporary protection.
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Figure 7. Distribution of Syrians under Temporary Protection in Tiirkiye by year. This figure presents
the annual change in the number of Syrians under temporary protection in Tiirkiye. It reflects trends in
refugee inflows and policy responses over time. Source: Presidency of Migration Management (n.d.)

Among the key provisions were non-refoulement guarantees, access to health services,
shelter, education, and entry to the labor market (Republic of Tiirkiye, Ministry of
Interior, PMM, 2014). Furthermore, it was significant that during this period, the
institutionalization of migration governance occurred through the establishment of the
Presidency of Migration Management (PMM) and its provincial institutions. PMM
was initially founded as the Directorate General for Migration Management (DGMM)
under the LFIP No. 6458, which came into force on April 11, 2013. Following
constitutional amendments, the legal basis for its establishment was updated through
Presidential Decree No. 4 (July 15, 2018), which redefined the institution's structure,
duties, and authority. Later, Presidential Decree No. 85 (October 29, 2021) changed
the status of the institution from a directorate to a presidency. According to Article
158 of Presidential Decree No. 4, the PMM was placed under the Ministry of Interior
and tasked with coordinating national migration policy, regulating the entry, stay, and
removal of foreigners, and managing international and temporary protection

procedures. PMM also holds responsibilities in combating irregular migration,
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protecting victims of human trafficking, identifying stateless individuals, and
overseeing harmonization processes. Additionally, it plays a central role in policy
implementation, institutional capacity-building, and project development in alignment

with national and international standards (Ministry of Interior, PMM, n.d.).

As provided below, the organizational framework of PMM is quite detailed and
comprehensive, and this was a significant step in aligning Tiirkiye’s legal framework

with its humanitarian discourse.
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Figure 8. Organizational structure of the Presidency of Migration Management (Republic of Tiirkiye,
PMM, n.d.).

Although Tiirkiye's policies toward Syrian refugees have been legitimized through
religious and moral foundations in official discourse through metaphors such as
“brotherhood” and the Ansar—Muhajir analogy, the practical application remained
more limited in scope; these discourses have not completely translated into structural
policies and have sometimes been overshadowed by discriminatory practices. Even
though the TP Identification Document grants the right to stay in Tiirkiye, access to
employment, permanent residency, and citizenship remains inadequate or largely
restricted. The TP Identification Document also does not provide the holder the ability

to apply for permanent residency or citizenship (igduygu & Millet, 2016). In addition,
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the influx led to overcrowded camps and overstretched local resources, particularly in
border provinces such as Hatay, Sanlurfa, and Gaziantep. Although the Turkish
government managed to deliver immediate aid, long-term integration strategies were
largely absent, and it reflects a gap between discourse and institutional planning
(Boliikk & Erdem, 2016) In addition, Tiirkiye’s classification of Syrians as persons
under temporary protection, in turn, has restricted both access to rights and prospects
for integration (Simsek & Corabatir, 2016). For example, the TP Regulation formally
provides the right to work; however, due to narrow implementation and the need for
ministerial approvals, until December 2015, only 6,858 work permits had been issued
by the end of the reporting period (World Bank, 2015).

While the “Defender of the Faith” role is rhetorically performed through strong moral
ownership, significant inequalities and implementation gaps persist in fundamental
areas such as municipal services, education, healthcare, and the labor market. The
report prepared by the Refugees Association in 2024, “Observations Through the
Field,” underlines that the religiously framed “guest” status coincides with deep
systemic deficiencies in practice. For example, undocumented Syrians cannot access
essential services such as health and education, and newborn children who cannot
receive identity documents are registered as stateless, thereby experiencing legal
exclusion from the outset. Furthermore, women’s participation in the labor market is
also exceptionally low: while 85% of Syrian women are unemployed, only 5% are
engaged in irregular or seasonal work. Gender-based job segmentation, lack of Turkish
proficiency, and limited access to free language courses further exacerbate barriers to
employment. Moreover, women who are survivors of gender-based violence (GBV)
often remain unable to seek assistance due to language obstacles and gaps within
judicial structures (Refugee Council of Turkey, 2020). In practice, this created a legal
vacuum that left refugees dependent on ad hoc measures and humanitarian assistance

rather than institutionalized rights (Boliikk & Erdem, 2016).

UNHCR’s January 2016 monthly update indicates that in the field of education,
significant efforts were made: 310,000 children were enrolled in schools, 10 new
schools were built, 2,525 individuals attended Turkish language courses, and 9,550
volunteer teachers were mobilized. Nonetheless, only $1.6 million of the $117.4

million education fund projected for 2016 was secured. Additionally, there are also
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Turkish language courses and scholarship programs supported by the Presidency for
Turks Abroad and Related Communities (Yurtdisi Tiirkler ve Akraba Topluluklar
Baskanligi, YTB), and the PMM has been among the few mid-term efforts aimed at
structural integration. For instance, within the scholarship program “Tirkiye
Scholarships,” 1,275 Syrian students in higher education received support from the
Turkish government in 2016 (PMM, 2017). On the other hand, Syrian children who
are not officially registered face significant challenges in accessing schools. For
families that relocate, children often remain registered in their previous province,
leading to their exclusion from the education system. Although legal rights are
formally recognized, the inadequacy of legal aid, especially in border regions, reveals
a notable gap between normative discourse and institutional capacity (Refugee
Council of Turkey, 2022).
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Figure 9. Trends of the Syrian Refugee Flow and Timeline of Legislative Process in Tiirkiye (2011—
2016). This figure illustrates the increase in the number of Syrian refugees under temporary protection
and the concurrent legislative developments between 2011 and 2016. Reproduced from I¢duygu, A., &
Millet, E. (2016). Syrian refugees in Turkey: Insecure lives in an environment of pseudo-integration
(Working Paper 13). Global Turkey in Europe. Istituto Affari Internazionali.

Furthermore, in higher education, new regulations providing that violations of LFIP
or passport laws may result in the termination of scholarships have led to additional
rights deprivations for refugee students. The TP Identification Document provides the
right to remain in Tirkiye but does not entail permanent residency or citizenship,

thereby confirming the temporal and limited nature of the rights granted (Refugee
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Council of Turkey, 2022). Additionally, according to the Access to Education Report
prepared by the Refugee Council of Turkey (2022), Temporary Education Centers
(Gegici Egitim Merkezleri, GEM) and Turkish Red Crescent Community Centers
provided language support, early childhood education, counseling, and psychological
services, with supplementary materials distributed to support child development.
However, support for children lacking Turkish language proficiency remained limited,
and reported cases of discrimination further undermined school attendance. Risks such
as child labor and child marriage became increasingly prominent. During the COVID-
19 pandemic, a lack of access to remote learning infrastructure further disrupted
refugee children’s education. In provinces like Sanliurfa, Gaziantep, and Kilis, where
the refugee population density is high, municipal services came under immense strain,
leaving hundreds of thousands of children out of school (IGAM, 2013).
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Figure 10. Schooling Data of Syrian Students Under Temporary Protection in Tiirkiye by Academic
Year (2014-2025). Prepared by the author based on data from the Directorate General for Lifelong
Learning (MoNE, 2025).

Tiirkiye’s humanitarian aid policies toward Syrian refugees initially relied on a high-
standard service model delivered through the Ministry of Interior-affiliated Disaster
and Emergency Management Presidency (Afet ve Acil Durum Yénetimi Baskanligi,
AFAD)-managed camps, which provided shelter, healthcare, education, and access to
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basic needs. Nevertheless, the sustainability of this system has been constrained by
structural limitations and insufficient international support. The 25 camps operated by
AFAD were described by UNHCR as delivering high standards and were presented as
examples with their clean and secure infrastructure and educational accessibility. Still,
in contrast to the traditional UN camp model, Tiirkiye adopted a “non-camp” strategy,
shouldering the financial burden independently while also positioning this model as a
critique of international response systems. While the implementation of electronic
food vouchers (e-vouchers) within camps resulted in a food consumption score of
97%, which is a notably high performance, nearly 2.9 million refugees living outside
camps were largely left to the goodwill of civil society (UNHCR & UNDP, 2016).
Public support mechanisms targeting this population were inconsistent and inadequate,
and assistance was mainly channeled through local NGOs and faith-based
organizations such as IHH (IGAM, 2013). However, these volunteer-driven efforts
lacked institutional sustainability. Although the PMM claims that it aimed to
determine common areas of work with NGOs in the formation of policies in the social
integration process and to encourage NGOs to cooperate among themselves on the
social integration processes of foreigners, and despite their critical contributions,
NGOs played a limited role in policymaking processes (PMM, n.d.; UNHCR &
UNDP, 2016). After 2016, regulatory changes severely restricted field access,
including protocol requirements and the need for provincial approval. As a result,
while service-oriented NGOs were accommodated, rights-based organizations faced
increasing constraints (IGAM, 2013).

In order to strengthen a moral-religious sense of care, hygiene, wound care, and
physical therapy services were provided to elderly individuals, bedridden people, and
unaccompanied minors. However, psychosocial support remained limited, especially
outside the camps, and NGOs only partially filled these gaps. Structural deficiencies
in healthcare and nutrition services were evident, with stunting rates among children
at 17.5%, underweight at 7.8%, and wasting at 3.8% (SGDD, 2021). These figures
persisted even among households with higher income levels. The lack of access to
dietitian services, and the fact that nearly 50% of nutritional supplements fall outside
the national health insurance coverage has made malnutrition a persistent threat
(Refugees Association, 2024).
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While Tiirkiye’s refugee policy from 2011 to 2016 was initially rooted in humanitarian
motivations, the country increasingly voiced strong criticism against the UNSC and
the EU for failing to share responsibility. President Erdogan’s speeches positioned
Tirkiye as a “Revisionist” actor challenging the status quo of the international system.
However, this rhetorical stance did not translate into transformative leverage over
global refugee governance; thus, the Revisionist role's performance remained largely
symbolic. Although Tiirkiye spent over $5 billion on refugee-related expenditures by
2015, it received only around $300 million in international aid. Moreover, of the
928,800 individuals targeted for support by 2016, only 324,680 were reached in the
first quarter of that year (UNHCR & UNDP, 2016). Similarly, of the €3 billion fund
pledged under the EU-Tiirkiye agreement, only €677 million had been disbursed by
the end of 2016 (Simsek & Corabatir, 2016).

These figures highlight the gap between Tirkiye’s expectations and the level of
international commitment delivered. This difference strengthened Tiirkiye’s burden-
sharing critique and reinforced its perception of being left alone to manage the crisis.
Humanitarian aid programs reached only about 150,000 out of nearly 3 million urban
refugees, revealing that international assistance failed to address the real magnitude of
the challenge on the ground. As of 2024, only 41% of the $1.779 billion requested by
UNHCR for Syria-related operations had been funded, indicating that Tirkiye’s
longstanding criticisms of the international aid system remain valid and that its

Revisionist discourse continues to lack substantial material support (UNHCR, 2024).

Local municipalities were left with insufficient financial and administrative resources,
further limiting the operationalization of structural reform narratives (UNHCR, 2024).
Although there were significant successes in camp-based services, international
support for urban refugees remained limited. This gap, while reinforcing Tiirkiye’s
self-reliant rhetoric, also highlighted its failure to develop sustainable, long-term
solutions. The extended restriction of access to camps for international NGOs and
UNHCR further exemplifies a strategy of resisting external intervention, thereby
reinforcing Tirkiye’s critical position within the global refugee regime. Lastly, the
resettlement of only 9309 individuals to EU countries by 2016 clearly shows the

disconnect between Tiirkiye’s expectations and the international community’s actions,
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and it also provides evidence of its discontent and justifies its Revisionist stance (I0M,
2017).

To summarize, during this period, Tiirkiye’s role performance revealed both normative
ambition and institutional limitation. It is important to note that the enactment of the
LFIP and TP Regulation indicated a turning point in establishing a legal framework
for the Syrian refugees in Tirkiye. Moreover, the establishment of the PMM and the
increasing institutional capacity of migration management also demonstrated a
willingness to institutionalize the response to the crisis. However, the gap between the
postponed legal and infrastructure responses and the morally grounded Defender of
the Faith role rhetoric emphasizes the difficulties in coordinating national role
conceptions with sustainable role performance. Similarly, the Revisionist role’s
criticism of the international system gained rhetorical importance but little practical

reciprocity.

3.2. Second Period: July 2016-March 2020

After 2016, there was a significant shift in Tiirkiye's foreign policy toward Syrian
refugees. The resignation of Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu and the failed coup
attempt of July 15 significantly influenced Tiirkiye’s security paradigm and led to a
shift in foreign policy discourse from a narrative of humanitarian responsibility to one
focused on regional security (Liileci-Sula and Sula, 2021). During this period,
Tiirkiye’s national role conceptions increasingly aligned with Holsti’s typologies of
the “Regional Protector” and the “Active Independent.” As previously discussed in
Chapter I1, these roles not only redefined Tiirkiye’s image in the Syrian refugee inflow

context but also shaped its role performance across multiple policy areas.

The most visible reflection of the Regional Protector role in Tiirkiye’s role
performance was the initiation and consolidation of cross-border military operations.
Starting with Operation Euphrates Shield in August 2016, followed by Operation
Olive Branch in 2018 and Operation Peace Spring in 2019, the Turkish Armed Forces
expanded their engagement in northern Syria with a dual objective: to secure the
border region from the perceived threat of the PKK/YPG and ISIS and to create “safe

zones” that could facilitate the voluntary return of Syrian refugees.
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Eliminated YPG / PKK Militants During Operation Olive Branch
(March 04, 2018, source: The Turkish General Staff official press

releases)

== Eliminated YPG / PKK Militants

Figure 11. Number of YPG/PKK Militants Eliminated during Operation Olive Branch (February 1 —
March 4, 2018) Source: Turkish General Staff official press releases, as cited in Kasapoglu & Ulgen
(2018).

According to official figures from the Directorate of Communications Office (2025),
these operations led to the creation of de facto buffer zones in areas such as Jarabulus,
Afrin, and Tel Abyad, which were later equipped with basic infrastructure, including
housing, hospitals, and schools. Furthermore, the securitization of migration
governance was not limited to foreign operations. Domestically, Tiirkiye’s discourse
shifted from humanitarian assistance to border protection, demographic management,
and national unity. This change was also evident in the internal restructuring of
migration-related institutions. The Presidency of Migration Management (PMM),
formerly DGMM, expanded its operational scope by increasing the number of
Removal Centers (Geri Gonderme Merkezleri) and enhancing border control
mechanisms, particularly at the southeastern frontier. The language of “voluntary
return” became more prominent, though critics argued that the distinction between
voluntary and coerced return remained blurred in practice (Human Rights Watch,
2019).

In parallel, the rise of the Active Independent role became evident in Tiirkiye’s
increasingly assertive stance toward traditional allies, particularly the US and the EU.

President Erdogan’s speeches during this period frequently criticized the US for
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supporting the YPG, which was labeled by Ankara as the Syrian branch of the PKK,
and condemned the EU for failing to fulfill its financial commitments under the EU-
Tirkiye Statement of March 2016. While the agreement promised €6 billion in aid and
visa liberalization in exchange for Tiirkiye’s role in preventing irregular migration to
Europe, Turkish officials repeatedly claimed that the EU was not respecting the spirit
of the deal. During this period, Tiirkiye’s position within the EU-Tiirkiye migration
regime also became increasingly disputed, especially in the debate about designating
Tirkiye as a “safe third country.” In this context, according to the European
Commission (n.d.), a safe third country refers to non-EU states that treat persons under
protection by international standards, which include protecting their lives and liberties
without discrimination based on their race, religion, nationality, membership in a

particular social group, or political opinion.

Despite the March 2016 EU-Tirkiye Statement's proposal for burden-sharing
cooperation, the actual implementation revealed considerable imbalances in
expectations and obligations. According to igduygu and Millet (2016), the assumption
that Tirkiye could provide sustainable protection to all categories of asylum seekers
was institutionally premature and politically motivated. They claimed that this
statement is aimed at externalizing EU border control rather than addressing the
structural issues of refugee integration. Moreover, labeling Tiirkiye as a safe third
country contradicted its migration discourse, which still emphasized the temporariness
of protection for Syrians under the TP regime. Even though Tiirkiye offers
fundamental rights to Syrians under temporary protection, the lack of integration
mechanisms, citizenship pathways, and legal certainty renders the safe third country
description problematic. Legal experts have also pointed out the differences in terms
of reports about arbitrary detentions, deportations, and gaps in legal remedies between
EU standards of protection and Tiirkiye’s implementation practices, especially
(Amnesty International, 2020). Consequently, the safe third country concept appeared
to be more of a political tool rather than a reflection of actual protection standards.
This conflict made Tiirkiye's role as a central gatekeeper in EU external migration

policy and a state that deals with its internal refugee crisis even more complicated.

Despite these grievances, Tlirkiye continued to shoulder the largest refugee population

in the world during this period. According to UNHCR’s 2019 statistics, the number of
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Syrians under temporary protection in Tiirkiye exceeded 3.6 million. Although the
number of refugees arriving in Tiirkiye started to decline between 2016 and 2020, the
problem of integrating such a sizable population, the majority of whom had now been
in the country for more than five years, persisted. Access to formal employment was
expanded via work permit regulations issued in 2016; however, bureaucratic barriers
and high employer costs limited widespread implementation. Most Syrians continued
to work informally in agriculture, construction, and textile sectors, often under
exploitative conditions (Igduygu & Millet, 2016). At the same time, efforts toward
social cohesion were increasingly dominated by growing public resentment and
political instrumentalization. Anti-refugee sentiment began to be voiced more openly,
particularly in urban centers where competition over housing and labor intensified.
Local municipalities, especially in Istanbul and Ankara, began to introduce restrictions
on the residency of Syrians and demanded clearer central policies on integration and
return. Although these local measures were not always aligned with the national
strategy, they revealed the pressure on the central government to navigate the fine line

between domestic discontent and international obligations.

In conclusion, there was a remarkable alignment between Tiirkiye's changing national
role conceptions and its role performance during the second period. Tiirkiye employed
direct interventionist actions as a Regional Protector. It adopted an active stance in
addressing both the refugee crisis and the security framework of the border regions.
Moreover, as an Active Independent actor, Tiirkiye has progressively prioritized its
own security and geopolitical goals over the unity of its alliances, particularly in its
confrontational diplomacy with the EU and NATO. Although institutional progress
was shown by legal and infrastructure measures like the PMM's expansion and the
implementation of work permit regulations, the rise in securitized rhetoric and
conflicting return policies points to a conflict between Tiirkiye's protectionist stance

and its commitments to integrate refugees and uphold their rights.

3.3. Third Period: March 2020-December 2024

The final period, from the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic to the fall of the
Assad regime in December 2024, represents a phase of intensifying contradictions in

Tiirkiye’s role performance. In this period, the dominant national role conception
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remained as the Regional Protector, however, this period also experienced the
revitalization of Revisionist and Defender of the Faith roles, alongside the gradual
emergence of a Developer role. These roles were reflected in Tiirkiye’s foreign policy
and migration governance in both rhetorical and operational terms. The alignment
between Tiirkiye's national role conceptions and role performance became more
inconsistent as the country's economic difficulties, anti-immigrant sentiment, and
nationalist pressures increased. During this period, economic challenges, growing
unemployment, and inflation intensified public frustration, and eventually, the Syrians
were increasingly portrayed as scapegoats. Most significantly, the ZP gained the
highest visibility with its anti-immigrant stance. The party centered its political
discourse almost entirely around the perceived threat of Syrians, and it framed their
presence as a national security issue and a burden on the welfare system. Slogans such
as “Suriyeliler gidecek” (“Syrians will go”) became part of mainstream political
debates, and the party’s growing popularity pushed the refugee crisis to the top of the

national agenda (Euronews, 2023).

It is worth noting that even though Tiirkiye’s role performance was relatively less
assertive in this period compared to the previous one, the Regional Protector role
continued to shape Tiirkiye’s migration and security policies. In contrast to the second
period, which was characterized by aggressive cross-border military operations and a
rapid expansion of safe zones, the third period focused more on establishing control
over previously secured areas rather than on initiating new operations. While the
government has continued to maintain a military presence in northern Syria, the pace
of operations has slowed, and focus has moved to efforts at stability and rehabilitation.
As a result, the performance of the Regional Protector role transformed from
demonstrating military dominance to sustaining long-term support through stability
and infrastructural developments. In addition to strengthening the overlap with its
emerging Developer position, this more restrained but calculated stance allowed

Tiirkiye to concentrate on governance, reconstruction, and voluntary return policies.

The most visible outcome of Tiirkiye’s Developer performance during this period was
the continuation and expansion of reconstruction efforts in northern Syria. Building
upon the military control established in previous operations, Tiirkiye invested in

infrastructure projects, including the construction of brick housing units in partnership
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with civil society organizations and Qatari funding. By the end of 2024, 116,731 brick
houses had been completed and delivered to Syrian residents in the region as part of
Tirkiye’s strategy to facilitate voluntary return through improved living conditions
(AFAD, 2024, p. 85). These efforts were supported by civil society partnerships and
international collaboration, particularly with Qatar, as noted in official statements
(Anadolu Ajansi, 2023). The reconstruction initiative was framed by the Turkish
government as both a humanitarian responsibility and a strategic contribution to
regional stability. In addition to housing projects, 110,000 tons of flour and 145,000
food packages were also shipped to meet the basic needs of the population in these
territories (AFAD, 2024, p. 85). These initiatives align with Tirkiye’s long-term
policy goal of supporting post-conflict recovery while strengthening its presence and
influence in northern Syria. Furthermore, according to a recent publication about
Erdogan’s peace diplomacy regarding Syria (2025), these projects aimed to
accommodate up to one million Syrians in newly developed settlements. This effort
was framed not only as a humanitarian mission but also as a precondition for securing

Tiirkiye’s borders and stabilizing the region.

Tirkiye began to propose its involvement in northern Syria as a long-term
commitment to post-conflict reconstruction and institutional development, which
extended beyond security concerns. In controlled areas, municipal-style administrative
systems were implemented, with local councils controlling education and law
enforcement supported by the Turkish government. Holsti's concept of the Developer
role, which refers to a state that assumes the responsibility of assisting weaker actors

in their political and economic recovery, is enhanced by these measures.

Furthermore, Tiirkiye emphasized the principle of voluntary and dignified return, and
President Erdogan constantly stated that Tiirkiye would never pursue forced
deportation. Instead, the government would promote return through infrastructure,
safety, and the restoration of essential services in areas like Jarabulus, Tal Abyad, and
Afrin. According to the reports of the Turkish Ministry of Interior (2024), between
2020 and 2024, over 620,000 Syrians returned to northern Syria under voluntary
repatriation programs. Nevertheless, some of the international organizations raised

concerns regarding the voluntariness of these returns. They highlight the instances of
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possible pressure, arbitrary detention, and lack of transparency in repatriation
procedures (Human Rights Watch, 2019).

During this period, with a deepened dissatisfaction regarding the international system,
Tirkiye’s Revisionist role became visible. The government went on to blame Western
actors for their failure to fulfill their burden-sharing obligations. Although the EU-
Tiirkiye Statement included financial aid promises, Turkish officials claimed that they
did not receive all the funds, and Tiirkiye carried a disproportionate share of the
refugee burden. In addition, Tiirkiye began to utilize its migration diplomacy as a form
of leverage and warned the international community that if Tiirkiye does not receive
adequate support, it would no longer act as a buffer zone for Europe. This ultimatum
was not only limited to Tiirkiye’s bilateral relations but also became an essential theme
in its international relations. As a result, Tiirkiye’s Revisionist role has extended from
a discursive criticism to an active strategy that aims to renegotiate its role within global
migration governance. On the other hand, domestically, Tiirkiye’s approach toward
the Syrian refugee crisis became securitized and reactive. The anti-immigrant
sentiment intensified by the economic challenges caused by the COVID-19 pandemic,
particularly high inflation, housing shortages, and unemployment. The establishment
of ZP as a far-right, anti-immigrant political party also institutionalized this resentment
and framed the Syrian refugees’ presence as a threat to national sovereignty and
economic stability. As a result, Tiirkiye started to implement stricter measures on
mobility, residency permits, and labor market access for Syrians within its territory.
Even though these actions were sometimes justified as administrative necessities, they
proposed a shift toward a more restrictive and surveillance-oriented migration

management.

Another critical point is that Tiirkiye’s Defender of the Faith national role reemerged
and took a new form. The role previously was shaped by references to the Ottoman
legacy, Islamic brotherhood, and shared cultural heritage. Nevertheless, during this
period, President Erdogan directly emphasized the protection of Muslims in the face
of rising Islamophobia, racism, and xenophobia. His speeches also underscore the
importance of intercultural understanding and warn the international community
against discrimination against the refugee populations based on their religious or

ethnic identity. At international conferences, Tlrkiye presented itself as the moral
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defender of the oppressed Muslim communities and the promoter of cultural
diplomacy and humanitarian aid. However, sometimes the image of the foreign policy
is contradicted by the anti-immigrant sentiment in the country since the Syrian refugee
crisis became increasingly politicized. Consequently, during this period, the Defender

of the Faith role was defined relatively narrowly, and its practice was also inconsistent.

Ultimately, the third period proposes a multi-layered and damaged role performance
in the context of the Syrian refugee crisis. On the one hand, Tiirkiye continued to
pursue its strategic interests in northern Syria. It signaled the Developer role’s
responsibility for post-conflict governance and operationalized its Regional Protector
role through military efforts. On the other hand, domestic economic challenges and
rising anti-immigrant sentiment prompted the Turkish government to adopt more
exclusionary practices. This two-track approach highlights Tiirkiye’s increasing
capacity to adapt its role performance in line with different and changing conditions,
and it also points out the structural challenges between its normative approach and

regional strategies.

3.4. Periodical Comparison of Role Performance

This chapter presented a comparative and chronological analysis of Tiirkiye’s role
performance in the context of the Syrian refugee crisis between 2011 and 2024. It
aimed to understand to what extent Tiirkiye’s foreign policy actions affected its
national role conceptions. To achieve this, a variety of indicators are used, including
legal regulations, implemented policies, institutional developments, and cross-border
strategic operations. The analysis showed that Tiirkiye’s role performance is not static
or consistent. Instead, it tends to transform in response to shifting regional dynamics,
domestic politics, and ideological narratives rooted in national identity and moral

responsibility.

In both international and domestic policymaking, Tiirkiye’s national role conceptions
help shape expectations for behavior and serve as a guiding framework. Nevertheless,
the analysis demonstrated that the performance of these roles varied across three
periods. On highly strategic occasions or during crisis responses, the role performance

aligns more closely with the discourse. However, on other occasions, significant gaps
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become visible between the discourse and performance. These fluctuations highlight
the difficulties arising from the country’s institutional capacity, its regional and
international alliances, and domestic pressures. To comprehend this variation more
systematically, Table 2 presents a comparative overview of Tirkiye’s role
conceptions, expected implementations and policies, and the degree of alignment
across the three time periods.

This study provides a three-tier categorization to describe the degree of alignment in
evaluating the relationship between discourse and performance. A moderate alignment
refers to cases where national role conceptions were only partially displaced in practice
due to institutional or contextual limitations. A high alignment indicates a strong and
coherent consistency between Tiirkiye’s discursive commitments and its implemented
policies. Finally, a low alignment refers to the simultaneous pursuit of multiple
national roles, which may result in inconsistencies or internal contradictions in
practice. In other words, when Tiirkiye adopts different policies not based on the
definitions of its multiple roles but on its benefits, a low alignment emerged. The
difference that seperates this type of alignment from the moderate alignment is that
moderate alignment contains partiality and a framed policy implementing based the
role that the state adopted. However, low alignment refers to the times when multiple
roles a state adopted do not fully correspond to its policies and practices and the state
tends to adopt mixed and contradictory policies according to its interests.

Table 2. Comparative Summary of Tiirkiye’s Role Conceptions and Role Performance Across Three
Periods (2011-2024). Author’s own elaboration based on legal, institutional, and policy data.

Period | Role Expected Implemented Policies | Degree of
Conceptions Implementation Alignment

March Defender of the | Open-door policy, TP Regulation, camp- Moderate

2011- Faith, historical responsibility, | based model, rhetorical

July Revisionist critique of the West pressure on the EU

2016

59



July Regional Military intervention, Cross-border High
2016 Protector, safe zones, unilateral operations, criticism of
March Active strategy EU and US
2020 Independent
March Regional Return infrastructure, Brick housing projects, | Low
2020- Protector, economic burden- integration, justice
Dec Developer, sharing discourse, dilemma, increasing
2024 Revisionist prestige signaling domestic restrictions
Defender of the
Faith

During the first period, Tiirkiye’s actions were shaped mainly by humanitarian
concerns and religious values. The government adopted an open-door policy and
described Syrians as “guests,” which promotes its moral and historical responsibility
and aligns with the Defender of the Faith role. At the same time, Tiirkiye also showed
signs of a Revisionist approach and criticized the West for being inadequate and
insufficient. Nevertheless, since there was no strong legal or institutional framework
in place initially, many of these goals could not be fully implemented. The introduction
of the LFIP and the TP Regulation in 2014 marked a critical turning point; however,
it did not fully close the gap. Therefore, this period demonstrates a moderate level of

alignment between Tiirkiye’s national role conceptions and its role performance.

The second period presented a shift from Defender of the Faith toward Regional
Protector and Active Independent roles. This shift was complemented by cross-border
military operations, the creation of buffer zones, and a self-dependent approach to
migration management. During this period, Tirkiye prioritized national security and
sovereignty over humanitarian diplomacy and also started to challenge the
commitments of its traditional allies and international partners. With this insight, it can
be claimed that this period was a relatively more apparent confirmation and presents a
high degree of alignment between Tiirkiye’s national role conceptions and its role

performance.

Lastly, the third period demonstrated a complex and layered role performance of

Tiirkiye. First of all, even though the Regional Protector continued to be the most
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dominant role, the cross-border military operations slowed down. Instead, they were
replaced by reconstruction efforts and support for voluntary returns. Secondly, the
Developer role became more apparent through infrastructure projects, such as the brick
house project in northern Syria. Furthermore, Tiirkiye also reemerged in its Revisionist
and Defender of the Faith roles by criticizing the international system for not being
sufficient and speaking out against Islamophobia and discrimination toward refugees.
In other words, on one hand, Tirkiye deepened its engagement in northern Syria
through reconstruction efforts, supported the voluntary return of Syrians, and
maintained its protectionist approach toward the region. On the other hand, challenges
in domestic politics arising from the economic fragilities and the rise of anti-immigrant
nationalist sentiment led to exclusionary practices and a securitized approach toward
migration policies. As a result, Tiirkiye's role performance during this period can be
best described as low aligned, since the implementation of multiple roles sometimes
overlapped but was not always consistent.

Ultimately, from the beginning of the Syrian Civil War to the fall of the Assad regime,
Tiirkiye’s role performance has displayed a dynamic approach that includes strategic
and geopolitical ambitions, normative obligations derived from historical and
ideational narratives, and challenges posed by its domestic politics. The level of
alignment between Tiirkiye’s national role conceptions and role performance
fluctuates throughout the periods and is shaped by this dynamic approach. Although
Tiirkiye frequently attempts to change its position in the international system by
making ambitious rhetorical claims, its implementation of policies appears to be

inconsistent, selective, and reactionary at times.

The following chapter synthesizes and finalizes the results obtained from the previous
chapters and offers a comprehensive reflection on the degree of alignment between
Tiirkiye’s national role conceptions and its role performance in the context of the
Syrian refugee crisis. In addition, it also discusses contemporary debates on voluntary
return and the transforming dynamics of Tiirkiye’s relations with the post-Assad

Syrian administration.
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CHAPTER 4

CONCLUSION

This final chapter provides a comprehensive summary of the thesis by synthesizing
the results from both the discursive and empirical analyses of the level of alignment
between Tiirkiye’s national role conception and its role performance during the Syrian
refugee crisis from 2011 to 2024. The chapter begins with the main research question,
and it evaluates to what extent Tiirkiye’s self-defined roles have been translated into
practices and affected its approach to migration policies across three periods. The
chapter then outlines the recent developments following the collapse of the Assad
regime and the emergence of a new political order in Syria. It also examines the
contemporary debates surrounding the voluntary return of Syrian refugees in Tiirkiye.
Finally, the chapter concludes with theoretical reflections on this thesis and its
potential contributions to the literature, particularly in terms of its methodology and

debates in foreign policy analysis.

4.1. General Findings and Synthesis

This sub-chapter synthesizes the key findings of the thesis by comparing the discursive
and empirical analyses presented in the previous chapters to answer the main research
question: “To what extent does Tiirkiye’s national role conception align with its role
performance in the context of the Syrian refugee crisis between 2011 and 2024?”
Therefore, it evaluates the degree of alignment between Tiirkiye’s national role
conceptions and its role performance across three critical periods of the Syrian refugee
crisis: March 2011 to July 2016, July 2016 to March 2020, and March 2020 to
December 2024.

The findings indicate that Tiirkiye’s national role conceptions evolved in response to

shifting domestic, regional, and global contexts. During the first period, from March
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2011 to July 2016, Tirkiye’s self-definition as a Defender of the Faith and a
Revisionist actor was rooted in a strong moral discourse and emphasized religious
solidarity, historical brotherhood, and dissatisfaction with the international
community’s inaction. However, while its humanitarian rhetoric, historical references
to the Ottoman legacy, and open-door policy correspond to its Defender of the Faith
role, Tiirkiye lacked a coherent legal and institutional framework in the early years of
the crisis. On the one hand, foundational laws like the LFIP and TP Regulation
eventually addressed legal gaps; on the other hand, the delay in institutional capacity-
building and the informal status of refugees limited full implementation. Furthermore,
Tiirkiye also openly expressed its dissatisfaction with the lack of adequate support
from the international community, which reflected a Revisionist position. Tiirkiye
constantly challenged the fairness and effectiveness of the global refugee governance
system. However, these criticisms mostly took the form of political statements rather
than policy changes. Therefore, this resulted in a moderate level of alignment between

discourse and practice.

In the second period, from July 2016 to March 2020, a significant shift occurred.
Particularly following the failed coup attempt on 15th July and growing concerns
about border security, Tirkiye's foreign policy became more securitized and
autonomous. The Regional Protector and Active Independent roles became more
dominant, and it resulted in cross-border military operations, the establishment of
buffer zones, and an assertive tone toward the EU and the US. This period
demonstrated a strong consistency between how it defined its role and how it acted in

practice, and it showed a high degree of alignment.

The third period, from March 2020 to December 2024, brought increased complexity.
While the Regional Protector role continued through ongoing control over northern
Syrian territories, Tiirkiye increasingly acted as a Developer state through
reconstruction projects and voluntary return initiatives. At the same time, the
Revisionist and Defender of the Faith roles have reemerged, particularly in Tiirkiye’s
religious solidarity claims and its critiques of international burden-sharing. However,
domestic economic pressures, rising anti-refugee sentiment, and nationalist political
mobilization caused Tiirkiye to implement restrictive migration policies.

Consequently, it made its humanitarian image less coherent. As such, this period is
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best described as having a low alignment, where multiple and sometimes contradictory

roles were performed in parallel.

According to the empirical results of this thesis, Turkish foreign policy identity has
been quite flexible; however, pragmatic considerations have also sometimes limited
its scope. While Tiirkiye’s national role conceptions consistently emphasized moral
responsibility, regional leadership, and system-level critique, the degree of
implementation has varied significantly based on its institutional capacity, domestic
political challenges, and external diplomatic constraints. Therefore, Tiirkiye’s
engagement with the Syrian refugee crisis can be best understood as a dynamic
negotiation between ideational narratives and political realities.

4.2.  Contemporary Reflections: Syrians’ Voluntary Return and Tiirkiye—

Syria Relations

The fall of Bashar al-Assad’s regime in December 2024 was a turning point not only
for Syria’s internal political trajectory but also for Tiirkiye’s long-standing Syrian
refugee crisis. After the regime change, as a neighboring country with a significant
military presence in northern Syria and host to over three million Syrian refugees,
Tirkiye has found itself at the center of changing regional dynamics. The collapse of
the Ba'athist rule and the rise of a caretaker government under HTS created a new
political landscape in Damascus; however, the implications for Tiirkiye remain
uncertain and multifaceted. The fall of the Assad regime has indeed generated cautious
optimism for the potential return of millions of displaced Syrians. According to
UNHCR 2025 data, more than 302,000 Syrian refugees returned between December
2024 and March 2025, alongside over 885,000 IDPs who made their way back home.
While these numbers suggest the beginning of a possible transition, they conceal
deeper questions: Are returns truly safe? What awaits those who return? Is Syria
genuinely ready to receive them after years of destruction? Building upon the
periodical synthesis of Tiirkiye’s role conception and role performance, this sub-
chapter turns to contemporary developments that have the potential to reshape
Tiirkiye’s migration strategy in light of the recent regime change in Syria and the

evolving discourse on voluntary return.
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Since December 2024, Tiirkiye has further intensified its emphasis on voluntary return
as a central pillar of its migration diplomacy. Official statements indicate that the
country views this new phase in Syria’s political landscape as a potential turning point
for advancing long-standing return objectives. According to Turkish Minister of
Interior Ali Yerlikaya, as of mid-2025, over one million Syrians have returned to their
homeland under voluntary return schemes coordinated by Turkish authorities,
particularly to regions in northern Syria that have been stabilized through military
operations and infrastructure projects (PMM, 2025). Tiirkiye continues to describe
these returns as voluntary, safe, and dignified. The government aims to distinguish its
policy from forced deportation practices and tries to align it with its commitment to
international norms. This approach also has drawn international recognition. The
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Filippo Grandi, recently stated that
“there is much to learn from Tiirkiye regarding its approach to voluntary return,”
particularly in relation to its field-based coordination, infrastructure efforts, and
emphasis on informed choice and humanitarian principles (PMM, 2025). These
developments present Tiirkiye’s desire to centralize its role as a regional security actor
in post-conflict stabilization and a humanitarian leader in global migration governance.
However, the sustainability of this approach remains uncertain due to the changing
security situation in Syria and the extent to which the safe zones offer long-term safety,

legal guarantees, and socioeconomic reintegration.

One of the most essential questions about post-Assad Syria has been the feasibility of
massive voluntary returns. Under international law, the right to return is a fundamental
human right. However, the application of this right depends on specific conditions. As
of December 16, 2024, UNHCR indicated that returns should be voluntary, safe, and
dignified. It also emphasized that refugees should only return after having accurate
and complete information about the situation in their areas of origin. According to
UNHCR s latest assessment, these criteria have not yet been fully met in Syria. Despite
the fall of the regime, large portions of the population remain in need of humanitarian
assistance, infrastructure is still damaged, and shelter and safety conditions remain

unstable.

For more than a decade, Tiirkiye’s perspective toward the return of Syrians has been a

strategic and moral objective that aligns with its national security interests and regional
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political demands. The government has consistently emphasized that voluntary return
would only occur under safe, dignified, and voluntary conditions. Nevertheless, the
definition of what constitutes “voluntary” remains uncertain. According to
international humanitarian organizations, returns often take place in conditions of
economic insecurity, legal ambiguity, and social pressure. These conditions
consequently blur the line between voluntariness and coercion (Al-Khalili & Gatter,
2025). For example, despite Tiirkiye’s official framing of returns as voluntary, legal
rulings also suggest that this discourse is not always supported by practice. The
European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR), in its landmark Akkad v. Tiirkiye case
dated 21 June 2022. The Court ruled that the return of a Syrian national under
temporary protection was a violation of Article 3 of the European Convention on
Human Rights. The applicant, Muhammad Fawzi Akkad, was detained in 2018 and
allegedly forced to sign documents authorizing his return to Syria under the label of
“voluntary return.” The Court found that Akkad was not adequately informed about
the risks in his country of origin and was not given a genuine opportunity to challenge
his removal. Moreover, the Court emphasized that even the possibility of ill-treatment,
arbitrary detention, or inhuman conditions in Syria was enough to constitute a violation
of the Convention. The judgment further clarified that unless returns are based on
informed consent, carried out with full transparency, and subject to effective legal
oversight, they risk amounting to constructive refoulement (Bayraktaroglu Ozgelik,
2024). This case thus raises significant concerns about the credibility and voluntariness
of Tiirkiye’s return procedures, particularly when Syrians are under administrative

detention or face pressure from provincial authorities.

Beyond the legal and procedural concerns surrounding the voluntariness of return, the
broader socio-economic conditions in Syria also pose significant obstacles to
sustainable reintegration. Economically, Syria remains fragile. Nearly 90% of the
population lives below the poverty line, and 70% is in need of immediate humanitarian
assistance. In such a context, sending families back could result in significant
challenges while they are rebuilding their lives. Even though some regions show a
level of economic recovery, the Western sanctions continue to restrict broader
stabilization efforts. Infrastructural devastation remains another major problem as

well. Housing, transportation, and healthcare and education services are either mostly
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damaged or non-functional. Access to clean water, electricity, and medical care is
limited in many areas. The decision by US President Donald Trump in early 2025 to
suspend humanitarian aid had a spillover effect and disabled around 90% of the
operations supporting Syrians both in and outside of Syria. In the education sector, the
situation is also particularly alarming. A generation of children has been deprived of
formal schooling, and thousands of schools remain in ruins. On the other hand,
encouragingly, the new administration in Damascus has included an educational
reform process in the new constitution. This reform aims to ensure gender equity and
include religious education in a more pluralistic and inclusive framework. However,
these reforms are still in their early stages and far from meeting the current scale of
needs. Although security has relatively improved since the regime change, fragmented
armed control and continuing Israeli military operations contribute to a fragile
environment. The International Organization for Migration (IOM) has raised these
concerns and warned that Syria is not yet ready to receive large-scale returns safely
(Al-Khalili & Gatter, 2025).

Tirkiye’s role in facilitating return has been especially visible through the
development of infrastructure in northern Syria. The construction of over 100,000
brick housing units, supported by Turkish civil society organizations and international
donors such as Qatar, represents an ambitious effort to create conditions favorable for
return. The brick house settlements are presented as humanitarian projects and tools
of migration diplomacy. Therefore, it offers Tiirkiye leverage in both the domestic and
international arenas. At the same time, these efforts have raised questions regarding
the long-term demographic, political, and legal status of these Turkish-influenced
zones. Furthermore, the nature of Tiirkiye’s relations with the new administration is
another important aspect. Although HTS appears to be a controversial actor due to its
Islamist background, Tiirkiye has engaged with its leadership pragmatically. However,
whether this engagement can be translated into formal diplomatic recognition or
institutional cooperation remains uncertain. In this context, Tiirkiye’s presence in
Syria has shifted from reactive military campaigns to a more strategic effort to become
an essential actor in the region's post-conflict governance. Moreover, domestically, the
possibility of the voluntary return of the Syrians has gained momentum due to rising

anti-immigrant sentiment, economic challenges, and electoral pressures. Political
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parties such as ZP have built their agendas almost entirely around anti-refugee rhetoric,
and this sentiment has influenced mainstream discourse. With this insight, Tiirkiye’s
commitment to voluntary return has become more of a domestic political imperative
than just a foreign policy agenda. Balancing international legal obligations with
domestic expectations will likely continue to be one of the Turkish government’s most

significant challenges in the coming years.

The voluntary return of the Syrian refugees is not simply a physical crossing of
borders; it is also a multidimensional process of reintegration into a society that has
undergone deep trauma. For a country emerging from five decades of authoritarian
rule and over a decade of war, reconstruction requires time, trust, and inclusive
governance. Therefore, host countries must avoid coercion and uphold the right of the
Syrians to free movement. VVoluntary return should not be politically instrumentalized:;
rather, it should be a pathway to dignity, not danger. In this light, Syria’s
reconstruction is not only a national responsibility but an international one. It is
essential for the international community to provide political, economic, and moral
support to ensure the return process aligns with human dignity. In addition, Israel’s
ongoing military actions must also be recognized as obstacles to stabilization. Without
accountability for such interventions, long-term peace will remain elusive. The fall of
the Assad regime is indeed a turning point. Nevertheless, it must not be misread as an
immediate green light for forced or premature return. Returns will only be meaningful
and lasting when the conditions in Syria truly support voluntary, safe, and dignified
return. The desire of Syrians to return home should be matched with a serious
international commitment to rebuild lives, restore rights, and provide hope. Only then

can this new chapter be a beginning, not a repetition of past suffering.

Ultimately, the future of Tiirkiye-Syria relations and of refugee return will depend on
several unpredictable factors: the stability and legitimacy of the new Syrian
administration, the evolution of Tirkiye’s political landscape, and the degree of
support provided by international actors. Tiirkiye’s national role conceptions as a
protector, a moral actor, a regional power, and a challenger to global actors will
continue to shape its actions. However, the effectiveness of these roles in the new era
will depend on both the discourse and the country’s ability to translate them into

coherent and sustainable policies in the region.
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4.3 Theoretical Reflections

The findings of this thesis contribute to further debates in foreign policy analysis by
demonstrating how national role conceptions are both discursively constructed and
strategically performed. The thesis has applied Holsti’s role theory as a conceptual
lens to understand the alignment between Tiirkiye’s foreign policy-making and its
practices and policies regarding the Syrian refugee crisis. With the help of categorizing
Tirkiye’s foreign policy identity through national role conception, the results reinforce
Holsti’s claim that national role conception and role performance do not always align,
and this difference sometimes derives from institutional, political, or systemic
pressures. For example, during the first period, Tiirkiye presented its role as Defender
of the Faith and emphasized its moral and historical obligations toward Syrians, as
well as its commitment to religious solidarity. However, this position was not fully
supported by long-term planning or a defined legal framework. In contrast, during the
second period, when national security concerns were more dominant, Tiirkiye’s
actions were more consistent with its discourse. These differences demonstrate that a
state’s behavior does not always follow a single path, and it may change depending on
its resources, capabilities, political needs, and international and regional conditions.
Finally, this thesis also demonstrates that role theory can be quite helpful in
understanding and connecting two key aspects of foreign policy: how a country
perceives its own identity and how it presents its role in practice. This research brings
these two sides together by analyzing leader speeches, laws and regulations, and
military operations under one single framework. This approach provides a clearer
understanding of how Tiirkiye balances its humanitarian diplomacy with its regional

strategic interests.

This thesis also contributes to the foreign policy analysis literature methodologically
by combining qualitative discourse analysis with empirical policy evaluation. The
thesis analyzes 77 speeches delivered by President Erdogan and compares them with
legislative, institutional, and field-based data derived from international and civil
society organizations. In this context, it demonstrates how a mixed-methods approach
can provide a more layered understanding of state behavior, particularly in complex,
multi-actor policy realms such as migration governance. At the same time, the study

presents the limitations of role theory in explaining contradictions between discourse
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and performance. Even though the theory offers a helpful guideline for understanding
how states perceive and perform their roles, it provides limited insight into how these
roles shift under institutional incapabilities, public pressure, or international inaction.
Therefore, future studies may benefit from integrating role theory with complementary
approaches, such as domestic politics or political economy models, to better explain
policy implementation gaps.

In conclusion, the Syrian refugee crisis has not only challenged Tiirkiye’s migration
policies but also transformed its foreign policy identity and regional position. As the
situation in Syria enters a new chapter after the fall of the Assad regime, Tiirkiye’s
next steps will likely involve an approach of balancing internal demands for the return
of the Syrian refugees with expectations of humanitarian leadership. Whether Tiirkiye
can sustain a sustainable role in this changing landscape will depend on its ability to
adjust discourse with durable, inclusive, and rights-based policy outcomes. In this
sense, the case of Tiirkiye illustrates a lesson for studies of foreign policy analysis:
that states do not simply perform the roles they claim; they navigate them among

competing pressures, evolving interests, and institutional limitations.
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APPENDICES

A. TURKISH SUMMARY / TURKCE OZET

1. Giris

2011 yilinda baglayan Suriye i¢ savasi, 21. ylizyilin en biiyiik insani krizlerinden birine
doniismiis ve milyonlarca kisinin yerinden edilmesine yol agmistir. Bu siirecte en fazla
etkilenen iilkelerin basinda Tiirkiye gelmis, yaklasik 3,6 milyondan fazla Suriyeliye
ev sahipligi yaparak diinyanin en biiyiik miilteci niifusunu barindiran tilke konumuna
yiikselmistir. Tiirkiye’nin bu krize verdigi tepki, yalnizca insani bir mesele degil; ayni
zamanda dis politika kimligi, ulusal giivenlik algis1 ve uluslararas1 sistemdeki

konumunu yeniden tanimlayan bir siire¢ olmustur.

Bu tezin temel amaci, 2011-2024 yillar1 arasinda Tirkiye’nin ulusal rol anlayisi
(national role conception) ile rol performansi (role performance) arasindaki uyumu
incelemektir. Baska bir ifadeyle, Tiirkiye’nin kendisini uluslararas: sistemde nasil
konumlandirdig1 ve bu konumlandirmay1 dis politika pratiklerine ne dl¢iide yansittigt
arastirilmaktadir. Bu analiz i¢in Holsti’nin (1970) gelistirdigi Rol Kurami kavramsal
cerceve olarak kullanilmistir. Rol kurami, devletlerin uluslararas: sistemdeki
davraniglarint  yalnmizca c¢ikar odakli degil; aynmi zamanda kendilerini nasil
tanimladiklari, hangi sorumluluklar1 istlendikleri ve hangi degerleri korumayi

amagladiklari izerinden de incelemeyi miimkiin kilar.

Calismada su arastirma sorusu merkeze alinmistir: “Tiirkiye’nin ulusal rol anlayis,
Suriye miilteci krizi baglaminda 2011-2024 yillar1 arasinda sergiledigi rol performansi
ile ne dlgiide ortiismektedir?” Bu soruya yanit ararken, kavramsal olarak “ulusal rol
anlayis1” karar alicilarin devletlerinin uluslararasi sistemde hangi rolleri oynamasi
gerektigine dair tanimlarimi ifade ederken; “rol performansi” ise bu rollerin fiili

politika, kurum ve uygulamalara nasil yansidigim1 gostermektedir. Tiirkiye 6zelinde
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bu ayrim, sdylemsel diizeyde sergilenen “kardeslik, insani sorumluluk, tarihi miras”
vurgularinin gergekten yasal diizenlemelere, go¢ yonetimi kurumlarina ve sinir Gtesi
operasyonlara ne kadar doniistiiglinii anlamak agisindan kritik bir 6nem tasimaktadir.
Ayrica, Tirkiye iizerine yapilmis pek ¢ok calisma miilteci krizini gilivenlik veya
entegrasyon perspektifinden ele almistir. Ancak bu tez, rol kurami ekseninde sdylem—

performans iliskisine odaklanarak literatiirdeki boslugu doldurmay1 hedeflemektedir.

Tezin yontemi iki ana bilesene dayanmaktadir. Ilk olarak, Cumhurbaskan1 Recep
Tayyip Erdogan’in 2011-2024 yillar1 arasinda yaptig1 ve Suriye’ye dogrudan atifta
bulunan 77 konusma nitel igerik analizi yOntemiyle incelenmistir. MAXQDA
programi kullanilarak 2599 ciimle kodlanmis ve bu séylemlerden 6ne ¢ikan ulusal rol
anlayislar1 kategorize edilmistir. ikinci olarak ise bu sdylemler, hukuki diizenlemeler,
ulusal mevzuat, uluslararasi raporlar ve sivil toplum kuruluslarinin saha bulgular ile
karsilagtirilarak ampirik diizeydeki rol performansi degerlendirilmistir. Analiz

kapsaminda Tiirkiye’nin bes temel rol anlayis1 belirlenmistir:

1. Inang¢ Savunucusu (Defender of the Faith): Dini ve ahlaki degerler iizerinden
insani sorumlulugun vurgulanmasi.

2. Bolgesel Koruyucu (Regional Protector): Sinir giivenligi ve bolgesel istikrara
oncelik verilmesi.

3. Aktif Bagimsiz (Active Independent): Uluslararas: aktorlerden bagimsiz ve
ozerk bir dis politika yiiriitiilmesi.

4. Revizyonist (Revisionist): Uluslararas: sistemin adaletsizligine kars1 elestirel
bir tutum gelistirilmesi.

5. Kalkinmaci (Developer): Ozellikle Suriyenin kuzeyinde yeniden insa ve

gontlli geri doniis projeleriyle kalkinmaya destek olunmasi.
Bu roller, ii¢ ddneme ayrilarak incelenmistir:

e Birinci Dénem (Mart 2011-Temmuz 2016): Suriyelilerin Tiirkiye’ye yaptigi
ilk go¢ akinmiyla baslayan; acik kapi politikasi, insani diplomasi ve dini
referanslarin 6n planda oldugu ancak kurumsal altyapinin smirli kaldigi

donem.
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 ikinci Dénem (Temmuz 2016-Mart 2020): 15 Temmuz darbe girisimi ve
Ahmet Davutoglu’nun istifasiyla baslayan; giivenlik odakli, askeri
operasyonlarla desteklenen ve 6zerklik vurgusunun arttig1 déonem.

« Uciincii Dénem (Mart 2020—Aralik 2024): Pandemi dénemiyle baslayip Basar
Esad rejiminin ¢okiisiine kadar siiren; ekonomik kriz, artan miilteci karsiti

sOylem ve Suriyelilerin goniilli geri doniisii tartismalariyla sekillenen donem.

Dolayisiyla giris boliimiinde ortaya konuldugu iizere, bu tez yalnizca Tirkiye’nin
Suriyeli miiltecilere yaklasimin1 degil; ayni zamanda dis politika kimliginin
doniistimiinii ve ulusal rol algisinin i¢ ve dis politikadaki yansimalarin1 anlamay1
amaglamaktadir. Tiirkiye’nin bu siirecte sergiledigi sdylem ve uygulamalar, insani

diplomasi ile giivenlik¢i stratejiler arasinda siirekli bir denge arayist olarak karsimiza

cikmaktadir.
2. Tiirkiye’nin Suriye Miilteci Krizi Baglaminda Ulusal Rol Anlayisi

Bu boliim, Tirkiye’nin 2011-2024 yillar1 arasinda Suriye miilteci krizi baglaminda
benimsedigi ulusal rol anlayisini sdylem {iizerinden incelemektedir. Holsti’nin rol
kuramia dayanarak yapilan analizde, Cumhurbaskant Recep Tayyip Erdogan’in
miilteci krizine dair yaptig1 77 konusma kodlanmis, toplamda 2599 ciimle bes temel
rol kategorisine ayrilmistir: Inang Savunucusu, Bolgesel Koruyucu, Aktif Bagimsiz,
Revizyonist ve Kalkinmaci. MAXQDA programinda yapilan igerik analizi, her bir
konusmanin tematik kodlara ayrilmasiyla yiriitiilmistiir. Bu yontem, sdylemlerin
yalnizca niceliksel yogunlugunu degil, ayn1 zamanda donemsel baglamini da ortaya
koymustur. Boylece, Tirkiye’nin dis politika kimliginin zaman i¢inde nasil evrildigi

ve hangi baglamlarda hangi rol anlayislarinin 6ne ¢iktig1 ortaya konulmustur.
2.1. Rol Dagiliminin Genel Cercevesi

Kodlama ciktilari, iic dSnem arasinda anlamli farkliliklar gdstermektedir. {1k désnemde
(2011-2016) inan¢ Savunucusu rolii baskinken (%66), ikinci dénemde (2016-2020)
Bolgesel Koruyucu (%60) ve Aktif Bagimsiz (%24) rolleri éne ¢ikmustir. Ugiincii
donemde (2020-2024) ise Bolgesel Koruyucu rolii devam etmis (%62), buna ek olarak

Revizyonist (%11), Inan¢ Savunucusu (%10) ve Kalkinmaci (%5) rollerinin yeniden
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giic kazandig1 goriilmiistiir. Bu dagilim, Tiirkiye’nin sdylemsel kimliginin hem i¢
politikadaki kirilmalar hem de bolgesel ve uluslararasi gelismelerle birlikte stirekli

yeniden sekillendigini gostermektedir.
2.2. Birinci Donem (Mart 2011-Temmuz 2016)

Suriye i¢ savasinin ilk yillarinda Tiirkiye, agik kap1 politikasiyla Suriyelileri “misafir”
olarak kabul etmis ve dini ve ahlaki referanslara dayali bir sdylem gelistirmistir.
Erdogan sik sik “Ensar-Muhacir” analojisini kullanmig, Osmanli mirasina ve kardeslik
baglarma vurgu yapmistir. Bu dénemde Inang Savunucusu rolii, insani sorumluluk ve
dini dayanmisma temelinde 6ne c¢ikmistir. Bununla birlikte, uluslararasi sistemin
yetersizligine duyulan tepki de Revizyonist roliin gelismesine yol agmistir. Erdogan,
Birlesmis Milletler Giivenlik Konseyi’'ni (BMGK) pasiflik ve adaletsizlikle suglamus,
“Diinya besten biiytiktiir” sdylemi bu donemde sikc¢a kullanilmistir. Tiirkiye, Avrupa
Birligi’ni (AB) de yeterli destek vermemekle itham etmis ve yiik paylagimi taleplerini
siirekli yinelemistir. Ancak bu elestiriler sdylemsel diizeyde kalmis, yapisal bir

uluslararasi degisime yol agmamustir.
2.3. Ikinci Dénem (Temmuz 2016—Mart 2020)

2016’da Ahmet Davutoglu'nun istifasti ve 15 Temmuz darbe girisimi sonrasi
Tiirkiye’nin giivenlik paradigmasi kokli bigimde degismistir. Bu donemde sdylem,

insani sorumluluklardan ziyade sinir giivenligi ve terdrle miicadeleye odaklanmistir.

Bolgesel Koruyucu rolii, Tiirkiye’nin hem kendi sinirlarini hem de ¢evresini koruma
sorumlulugunu istlendigini gostermistir. Erdogan’in konugmalarinda Firat Kalkani
(2016), Zeytin Dali (2018) ve Barigs Pmar1 (2019) operasyonlari, yalnizca terdr
orgiitlerine kars1 degil, ayn1 zamanda Suriyelilerin giivenli geri doniislerini saglamak
icin gerekli adimlar olarak sunulmustur. Ayn1 zamanda, Tirkiye bu donemde Aktif
Bagimsiz roliinii daha agik bicimde benimsemistir. ABD’nin YPG’ye verdigi destek
ve AB’nin taahhiitlerini yerine getirmemesi, Tiirkiye’nin miittefiklerine kars1 sertlesen
sOylemlerine yansimistir. Erdogan sik sik, “Tirkiye kendi ¢ikarlar1 dogrultusunda tek
basimma hareket etmekten cekinmez” mesaji vermistir. 2016°daki Tiirkiye—AB

Mutabakat1 baglangicta olumlu karsilanmis, fakat daha sonra Tirkiye AB’yi
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yiikiimliiliiklerini yerine getirmemekle suglamis ve hatta miiltecilerin Avrupa’ya

gecisini “‘kapilart acariz” tehdidiyle bir pazarlik araci olarak kullanmistir.

Bu donem, sdylem ile eylem arasindaki en giiclii ortiismenin yasandigi donem olarak
goriilmektedir. Soylemdeki giivenlik ve 6zerklik vurgusu, askeri operasyonlar ve

bagimsiz diplomatik tavirlarla pekistirilmistir.
2.4. Ugiincii Donem (Mart 2020—-Arahk 2024)

COVID-19 pandemisi ve ardindan gelen ekonomik kriz, Tirkiye’nin miilteci
politikalarin1 ve sdylemlerini dogrudan etkilemistir. Halk arasinda artan miilteci
karsithig, Zafer Partisi gibi siyasi aktorlerin yiikselisiyle kurumsallagmistir. Bu
ortamda, hiikiimet hem Bolgesel Koruyucu roliini siirdiirmiis hem de yeni tonlar

eklemistir.

Bir yandan, kuzey Suriye’de giivenli bdlgelerin korunmasi ve istikrarin saglanmasi
iizerinden Bélgesel Koruyucu rolii devam etmistir. Ote yandan, Tiirkiye bu bolgelerde
altyapi projeleri, 6zellikle “tugla ev” konut projeleri ile 6ne ¢ikarak Kalkinmaci roliinii
tistlenmistir. Erdogan, bu projeleri hem insani sorumluluk hem de Suriyelilerin
goniillii geri doniisii icin temel bir arag olarak sunmustur. Ayni1 zamanda, Revizyonist
rol yeniden gii¢ kazanmistir. Ttirkiye, uluslararasi toplumun yiik paylasiminda yetersiz
kaldigin1 vurgulamig, “AB vaat ettigi fonlar1 6demedi, Tirkiye yalniz birakildi”
sOylemi sikga dile getirilmistir. Bu sdylemler, go¢ krizini uluslararasi pazarliklarda bir
koz olarak kullanma egilimini gdstermistir. Son olarak, Inan¢ Savunucusu rolii de
yeniden canlanmistir; ancak bu kez Osmanli mirasindan ziyade, kiiresel Olcekte
yiikselen Islamofobi ve yabanci diismanhigina kars1 Tiirkiye nin moral liderligi 6n
plana ¢ikarilmistir. Erdogan, Tiirkiye’yi “mazlumlarin sesi” olarak konumlandirmas,
ancak i¢ politikadaki miilteci karsit1 uygulamalar bu sdylemle celigkili bir tablo

yaratmistir.
2.5. Genel Degerlendirme

Bu bolimiin temel bulgusu, Tiirkiye’nin ulusal rol anlayislarinin dinamik ve
uyarlanabilir nitelikte oldugudur. Bu baglamda, birinci donemde dini ve ahlaki

sdylemler baskinken, kurumsal ve hukuki altyapr eksik kalmistir. Ikinci dénemde
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giivenlik merkezli ve bagimsiz politika anlayis1 sdylemle eylem arasinda yiiksek bir
ortiisme yaratmustir. Uciincii donemde ise farkli rollerin ayn1 anda benimsenmesi,

sOylemde cesitlilik ama pratikte ¢eligki tiretmistir.

Dolayistyla Tiirkiye’nin dis politika kimligi, yalnizca tek bir role indirgenememekte;
aksine i¢ politikadaki gelismeler, bolgesel gilivenlik kaygilar1 ve uluslararasi yiik
paylasimi tartismalarina bagh olarak rol setleri arasinda gegiskenlik gostermektedir.
Bu geciskenlik, Tiirkiye’nin Suriye miilteci krizine yonelik dig politika sdyleminin

hem esnek hem de pragmatik bir nitelik tasidigini ortaya koymaktadir.
3. Tiirkiye’nin Suriye Miilteci Krizi Baglaminda Rol Performansi

Bu boliim, Tirkiye’nin Suriye miilteci krizi baglaminda sergiledigi rol performansini
incelemekte ve sdylemsel diizeydeki rol anlayislarinin ne olgiide fiili politikalara
dontistiiglinii degerlendirmektedir. Holsti’nin tanimina goére rol performansi, yalnizca
devletin dig politika eylemlerini degil, ayn1 zamanda genel davranig kaliplarini,
kurumlarini ve uygulamalarini da kapsar. Bu nedenle analiz, Tiirkiye’ nin ti¢ doneme
ayrilan politikalarin1 hukuki diizenlemeler, kurumsal yapi, uluslararasi raporlar, saha

calismalar1 ve resmi istatistikler iizerinden degerlendirmektedir.
3.1. Birinci Dénem (Mart 2011-Temmuz 2016)

Suriye’den ilk gb¢ dalgasi basladiginda Tiirkiye, acik kapi politikast uygulamis ve
Suriyelileri “misafir” statiisiiyle kabul etmistir. Bu insani yaklagim, “Ensar—Muhacir”
analojisi ve dini-moral s6ylemlerle desteklenmistir. Ancak baslangicta bu yaklasimin
hukuki dayanagi eksikti. Suriyeliler, 1951 Cenevre Sozlesmesi’ne konulan cografi
siirlama nedeniyle “miilteci” olarak taninmamis, “gegici misafir” statiisiiyle gegici
¢Ozlimlere tabi tutulmustur. Bu boslugu gidermek iizere 2014’te Yabancilar ve
Uluslararast Koruma Kanunu (YUKK) kabul edilmis, ardindan Gegici Koruma
Yonetmeligi yiiriirliige girmistir. Boylece Suriyelilere geri gonderme yasagi (non-
refoulement), saglik, egitim ve sinirli galisma hakki gibi bazi temel haklar taninmustir.
Ayrica bu dénemde Gog Idaresi Genel Miidiirliigii (daha sonra Go¢ Idaresi Baskanligr)
kurulmus, go¢ yonetiminde kurumsal bir g¢erceve olusturulmustur. Buna ragmen
uygulamada ciddi sorunlar yasanmistir. Suriyelilerin biiyiik ¢ogunlugu kamplar

disinda yasamis, belediyeler yeterli mali destege sahip olmadigi i¢in hizmetlerde
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yetersizlikler olusmustur. Kadinlar ve ¢cocuklarin egitim ve istihdama erisiminde ciddi
engeller bulunmus, sahada kayitdis1 ¢alistirllma ve ayrimeilik vakalari artmistir.
Uluslararasi kuruluslar bu donemde Tiirkiye’nin yliksek standartli kamplarini 6vse de,
sehirlerde yasayan milyonlarca Suriyelinin yeterli korumadan mahrum kaldigini
vurgulamistir. Dolayisiyla bu donem, sdylemde giiglii bir insani sorumluluk vurgusu

(Inang¢ Savunucusu) icerirken, performans agisindan simirli uyum gostermistir.
3.2. Ikinci Dénem (Temmuz 2016-Mart 2020)

2016’daki darbe girisimi ve artan ter0r saldirilari, Tiirkiye’nin miilteci politikasini
giivenlik eksenli bir ¢erceveye tasimistir. Bu donemde Tiirkiye, Bolgesel Koruyucu

roliinii en goriiniir sekilde performansa doniistiirmiistiir.

Bu baglamda, Firat Kalkan1 (2016-2017), Zeytin Dal1 (2018) ve Barisg Pinar1 (2019)
harekatlariyla Tiirkiye, hem YPG/PKK ve ISID’e karsi miicadele etmis hem de kuzey
Suriye’de “giivenli bolgeler” olusturarak Suriyelilerin geri doniisiini tesvik etmeye
calismistir. Bu operasyonlarla yiizbinlerce Suriyeli’nin doniis yaptig1 resmi
sOylemlerde vurgulanmistir. Ayrica 2016’daki Tiirkiye—AB Mutabakati, diizensiz
g6¢ti kontrol altina almak i¢in 6nemli bir ara¢ olmustur. Tiirkiye, bu anlagma sayesinde
AB’den mali destek almay1 hedeflemis; ancak AB’nin taahhiitlerini tam olarak yerine
getirmedigini ileri siirerek elestirel bir tutum sergilemistir. Ek olarak, Tirkiye’nin
ABD ile iligkileri YPG’ye verilen destek nedeniyle gerilmis, Erdogan sik sik NATO
miittefiklerini yiikiimliiliiklerini yerine getirmemekle suclamistir. “Kapilar1 agariz”
sOylemi, goc¢ yonetimini uluslararasi pazarlik araci olarak kullandigini gostermistir.
Son olarak, Suriyelilere ¢alisma izni verilmesi yoniinde hukuki diizenlemeler yapilmis
olsa da, yiiksek maliyetler ve biirokratik engeller nedeniyle bu izinler sinirli sayida
kalmistir. Suriyelilerin biiylik ¢cogunlugu kayit disi, diisiik iicretli islerde istihdam

edilmistir.

Bu donemin genelinde sdylem ile performans arasinda yliksek diizeyde uyum vardir.
Giivenlik merkezli, bagimsiz ve sert sdylemler, sinir Gtesi operasyonlar ve uluslararasi

pazarliklara dogrudan yansimaistir.

3.3. Ugiincii Donem (Mart 2020-Arahk 2024)
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COVID-19 pandemisi ve ardindan gelen ekonomik kriz, Suriyelilere yonelik
toplumsal tepkileri artirmis, Zafer Partisi gibi aktorlerin sdylemleri miilteci karsitligini
giiclendirmistir. Bu kosullar altinda Tiirkiye’nin rol performansi ¢ok boyutlu ve

celiskili bir hal almstir.

Ik olarak, Bolgesel Koruyucu rolii ¢ercevesinde Tiirkiye, Kuzey Suriye’deki askeri
varhigim1  siirdiirmiis ve smir gilivenligini korumaya devam etmistir. Ancak
operasyonlarin yogunlugu azalmis, odak noktasi istikrarin korunmasi ve mevcut
bolgelerin yonetimi olmustur. Ek olarak, Kalkinmaci rolii baglaminda en dikkat ¢ekici
performans, tugla ev projeleri olmustur. AFAD ve sivil toplum kuruluslari isbirligiyle
yiiz bini agkin konut inga edilmis, 1 milyon Suriyelinin doniisiine imkéan saglayacak
altyapt hazirlanmistir. Bu projeler, goniillii doniis s6ylemiyle mesrulastirilmis, ayni
zamanda Tiirkiye’nin bolgede kalici etkisini artiran bir stratejiye donlismiistiir. Ayrica
Revizyonist rolii benimseyen Tiirkiye, AB’nin vaat ettigi fonlar1 tam olarak
O6demedigini ve uluslararasi toplumun yiik paylasiminda basarisiz oldugunu sik sik dile
getirmistir. “Tiirkiye tampon bolge degildir” sdylemi bu donemde 6ne ¢ikmustir. Son
olarak, inan¢ Savunucusu baglamida Erdogan, kiiresel dlcekte artan Islamofobi ve
yabanci diigmanligina kars1 Tiirkiye’yi moral lider olarak konumlandirmistir. Ancak
bu sdylem, i¢ politikadaki miilteci karsiti uygulamalarla celigkili bir tablo ortaya

cikarmustir.

Bu donemin en belirgin 6zelligi, sdylem ile performans arasinda diistik ve ¢eliskili bir
uyum olmasidir. Dis politikada goniillii geri doniis projeleri ve insani liderlik iddiasi

stirerken, i¢ politikada artan kisitlamalar ve miilteci karsitlig1 soylemi one ¢ikmustir.
3.4. Genel Degerlendirme

Rol performansi analizi, Tiirkiye nin dis politika kimliginin esnek ve pragmatik bir
karakter tasidigini1 gostermektedir. Ilk dénemde insani diplomasi ve dini dayanisma
sdylemleri giiclii olmasina ragmen uygulamada yetersizlikler goriilmiistiir. ikinci
donemde giivenlik ve bagimsizlik odakli bir sdylem, dogrudan askeri ve diplomatik
adimlarla 6rtiismiistiir. Uciincii donemde ise hem insani sorumluluk hem de giivenlikci
stratejiler ayn1 anda yiiriitiilmeye ¢alisilmis, bu durum sdylem-performans arasinda

celiskiler dogurmustur. Bu bulgular, yalnizca akademik literatiir agisindan degil, ayni
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zamanda politika yapicilar igin de 6nemlidir. Tiirkiye’nin rol anlayisi ile performansi
arasindaki uyumsuzluklarin, hem miilteci yonetiminde hem de uluslararasi isbirliginde

stirdiiriilebilir ¢oztimler gelistirilmesine engel olusturdugu goriilmektedir.
4. Sonug¢

Bu boliim, tezin genel bulgularini sentezlemekte, Tiirkiye’nin 2011-2024 yillan
arasindaki Suriye miilteci krizine yaklagimini i¢ donem {izerinden karsilastirmakta ve
giincel tartigsmalara 1s1k tutmaktadir. Ayrica, calismanin kuramsal katkilart ve

metodolojik siirliliklart da ele alinmaktadir.
4.1. Genel Bulgular ve Sentez

Bu calismanin merkezinde su soru yer almaktadir: “Tiirkiye’nin ulusal rol anlayisi,
2011-2024 yillar arasinda Suriye miilteci krizi baglaminda sergiledigi rol performansi

ile ne Ol¢tlide ortlismektedir?”

Analiz, li¢ donem boyunca sdylem (rol anlayis) ile eylem (rol performansi) arasindaki
uyumun farkli diizeylerde gerceklestigini gostermistir. Bu baglamda birinci dénemde
(2011-2016) Tiirkiye kendini “Inan¢ Savunucusu” ve kismen “Revizyonist” olarak
tanimlamis, dini ve ahlaki sorumluluk s6ylemleriyle acik kapi1 politikasi uygulamistir.
Ancak yasal ve kurumsal altyapr eksikligi ve pratik siirliliklar nedeniyle séylem-
performans uyumu orta diizeyde kalmustir. Ikinci dénemde (2016-2020) 15 Temmuz
darbe girisimi sonrasit giivenlik merkezli bir paradigma olusmus, Tiirkiye “Bolgesel
Koruyucu” ve “Aktif Bagimsiz” rollerini benimsemistir. Siir 6tesi operasyonlar,
giivenli bolge politikalar1 ve bagimsiz diplomatik tutum, sdylem ile performans
arasmnda yiiksek uyum saglamigtir. Ugiincii dénemde ise (2020-2024) pandemi ve
ekonomik krizle artan miilteci karsitligi, Zafer Partisi gibi aktorlerin yiikselisiyle
birlesmis; Tiirkiye aym anda “Bélgesel Koruyucu, Kalkinmaci, Revizyonist ve Inang
Savunucusu” rollerini tistlenmistir. Kuzey Suriye’de tugla ev projeleri ve geri doniis
altyapis1 Kalkinmaci rolii yansitirken, AB ve BM’ye yonelik yiik paylasimi elestirileri
Revizyonist roliin yeniden dne ¢ikmasina yol agmistir. Ancak i¢ politikada kisitlayici
ve giivenlik¢i uygulamalar, disariya yansitilan insani liderlik sdylemiyle celismistir.

Bu nedenle uyum diisiik diizeyde kalmistir.
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Genel olarak, Tirkiye’nin dig politika kimligi esnek ve uyarlanabilir bir nitelik
gostermistir. Soylemsel diizeyde insani diplomasi ve ahlaki sorumluluk vurgulari 6ne

cikarken, pratikte giivenlik ve stratejik ¢ikarlarin belirleyici oldugu goriilmiistiir.
4.2. Giincel Yansimalar: Goniillii Geri Doniis ve Tiirkiye—Suriye Iliskileri

2024 sonunda Besar Esad rejiminin ¢okmesi, miilteci meselesine dair yeni tartigmalar
baslatmistir. Tiirkiye, HTS onderliginde kurulan gegici hiikiimetle pragmatik iligkiler
yiirlitmiis; kuzey Suriye’deki askeri varlig1 ve insa projeleriyle geri doniis siirecinde

merkezi aktor haline gelmistir.

Tiirkiye, resmi sOyleminde “goniillii, glivenli ve onurlu doniis” vurgusunu One
cikarmaktadir. 2025 itibariyla bir milyondan fazla Suriyelinin geri dondiigii a¢iklansa
da, uluslararasi raporlar bu doniislerin her zaman goniilliiliikk esasina dayanmadigini
ve geri gonderme merkezlerinde baski unsurlarinin olabilecegini belirtmektedir.
Akkad/Tiirkiye davasinda AIHM’in Tiirkiye aleyhine verdigi karar, goniillii geri
doniis siireglerinin  seffafligina dair ciddi soru isaretleri dogurmustur. Ayrica,
Suriye’nin ekonomik c¢okiisii, altyapt yikimi ve egitim-saglik hizmetlerindeki
yetersizlik, geri donen Suriyelilerin kalic1 entegrasyonunu zorlagtirmaktadir.
Dolayisiyla, Tiirkiye’nin goniillii doniis politikasi, hem uluslararast mesruiyet hem de

pratik uygulanabilirlik agisindan karmasik bir tablo ortaya koymaktadir.

Tiirkiye’nin “bolgesel koruyucu” ve “kalkinmaci” rolleri, Suriye’nin yeniden insasina
yonelik yatirimlarla giiglenmistir. Ancak, bu durum ayni zamanda uzun vadede
Tiirkiye’nin Suriye’nin kuzeyinde kalic1 niifuz alanlar1 olusturma cabasi olarak da
okunmaktadir. Bu baglamda, Tiirkiye—Suriye iligkilerinin gelecegi, hem yeni Sam

yonetiminin mesruiyetine hem de uluslararasi destegin diizeyine bagl olacaktir.
4.3. Kuramsal Yansimalar

Tez, rol kurammin dig politika analizine sundugu katkilar1 da gdstermektedir.
Holsti’nin yaklagimina goére devletlerin ulusal rol anlayislari her zaman rol
performansina tam olarak yansimaz. Tirkiye orneginde bu durum net bigimde
gozlenmistir. Birinci donemde sdylem-performans boslugu, kurumsal kapasite

eksikliginden kaynaklanmustir. Ikinci dénemde yiiksek uyum, giivenlik odakli tehdit
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algisinin politika ve sOylemi ayni dogrultuda sekillendirmesiyle miimkiin olmustur.
Uciincii donemde ise coklu rol iistlenimi, i¢ politika baskilar1 ve uluslararasi

sistemdeki belirsizlikler nedeniyle ¢eliskili bir performans liretmistir.

Ayrica galigma, karma yontem yaklagimi ile (sOylem analizi ve ampirik veri) rol
kuramiin pratik politika analizine nasil uygulanabilecegini gostermektedir. Ancak
kuramin sinirlar1 da ortaya ¢ikmistir: Rol anlayislarinin degisimi yalnizca uluslararasi
faktorlerle degil, ekonomik krizler, kamuoyu baskis1 ve i¢ siyasal dinamiklerle de
dogrudan sekillenmektedir. Bu nedenle, gelecekte rol kuraminin i¢ siyaset ve ekonomi

modelleriyle birlikte ele alinmasi faydali olacaktir.
4.4. Sonug

Sonug olarak, Tiirkiye’nin Suriye miilteci krizine yaklagimi tek boyutlu bir insani
sorumluluk veya jeopolitik ¢ikar politikasi olarak tanimlanamaz. Aksine, Tiirkiye’nin
dis politika kimligi bu siiregte siirekli degisen normatif hedefler ile stratejik
zorunluluklar arasinda salinmistir. 2011°den 2024°e uzanan donemde Tiirkiye, insani
sOylemlerle mesruiyet arayisini siirdiiriirken, giivenlik kaygilar1 ve i¢ politik baskilarla
sertlesen uygulamalara da bagvurmustur. Bu celigkili ama uyarlanabilir dis politika
kimligi, Tirkiye’nin uluslararas1 sistemde kendini yeniden tanimlama cabalarinin

Oonemli bir gostergesidir.
5. Kapanis

Bu tez, 2011-2024 yillar1 arasinda Tiirkiye’nin Suriye miilteci krizine yaklagimini,
ulusal rol anlayis1 ve rol performansi arasindaki uyum iizerinden analiz etmistir.
Bulgular, Tiirkiye nin dis politika kimliginin sabit degil; aksine i¢ politik dinamikler,
bolgesel giivenlik kaygilar1 ve uluslararasi sistemdeki gelismeler dogrultusunda

stirekli yeniden sekillendigini gdstermektedir.

[k dénemde Tiirkiye, dini ve ahlaki sorumluluk sdylemleriyle insani liderlik iddias1
tasimis, ancak kurumsal ve hukuki altyap: eksiklikleri nedeniyle performans sinirl
kalmistir. Ikinci dénemde giivenlik merkezli paradigma 6ne ¢ikmig; sinir otesi
operasyonlar ve bagimsiz diplomatik tavir, sdylem ile performans arasinda yiiksek bir

ortiisme yaratmstir. Ugiincii ddnemde ise goniillii geri doniis ve yeniden insa projeleri
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kalkinmaci bir vizyon ortaya koyarken, ekonomik kriz ve artan toplumsal baskilar

sOylem ile uygulama arasindaki ¢eliskileri derinlestirmistir.

Dolayistyla Tiirkiye’nin Suriyeli miilteci krizine yaklasimi, yalnizca insani diplomasi
ya da jeopolitik ¢ikarlarla agiklanamaz. Bu yaklagim, normatif hedefler ile stratejik
zorunluluklar arasinda denge arayan uyarlanabilir bir dis politika kimligi olarak
tanimlanabilir. Calisma, bu yoniiyle hem rol kuramina ampirik katki sunmakta hem de
Tirkiye’nin uluslararasi sistemde kendisini yeniden konumlandirma c¢abalarina 11k

tutmaktadir.
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