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 T urkey's Troubles in the
 Caucasus

 MICHAEL A. REYNOLDS*

 hp
 he outbreak of war between Geor

 -L. gia and Russia this past August ap
 parently caught Ankara as poorly prepared as
 it caught Washington. The Turkish Foreign
 Ministry's section dealing with the Caucasus

 reportedly was unstaffed at the time. The head

 of the section was in Mosul on temporary as
 signment; the section's number two spot is
 empty and has been for the last six months.
 The number three was also away on temporary

 assignment in Nakhichevan, and the other as

 signed section members were on vacation, thus

 forcing on-duty diplomats from other desks to
 scramble.

 This may come as some surprise. There are
 abundant reasons for one to expect that Tur

 key would have been following events in Geor

 gia and the Caucasus with great diligence. Hie
 two countries share common borders and in

 tertwined histories. Istanbul periodically ruled

 large chunks of the Caucasus, including much
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 versity, marl23@Princeton.EDU

 ABSTRACT

 Increasing numbers of Turks
 have come to recognize that their
 country's traditionally hesitant

 and circumspect foreign policy
 no longer serves its interests, and
 is incommensurate with Turkey's

 regional weight. Accordingly,
 the governing Justice and
 Development Party has attempted
 to shed that tradition by seeking

 to engage Turkeys neighbors
 proactively in recent years. In the
 Caucasus, Ankara has taken steps

 that may lead to the normalization
 of relations with Yerevan and the

 breaking of the stalemate over
 Nagorno-Karabakh. The Russo
 Georgian War of 2008, however,
 demonstrates that Turkish

 diplomacy faces a severe test for
 which it may not be prepared. The
 war revealed that old institutional

 practices continue to constrain
 Turkey's diplomacy; moreover, the
 war restored Russia to the position
 of spoiler in the Caucasus. The
 return of Russia may mean that

 Turkey's new diplomacy will be too
 little, too late.
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 Turkey's lack of preparedness °f Georgia, and today there remains in

 fer the Russo-Georgian war is side a sma11 but vibrant commu'

 Independence (1919-1922) - a key ally. Today Russia supplies approximately 70%
 of Turkeys natural gas and is Turkey's largest trading partner.

 Georgia is a transit point for Caspian and Central Asian oil and gas. As such,

 Georgia is critical to Turkeys ambitions to become an energy hub and to diver

 sify its own energy supplies. As a member of NATO Turkey has been involved in

 training and supplying the Georgian military, primarily under the Partnership

 for Peace program. Finally, given Turkey's own struggle with Kurdish separat

 ists, other instances of ethno-separatism and border revision logically should

 command Ankara's keen attention. In short, both Russia and Georgia are of great

 strategic, economic, and historic importance to Turkey, and the principles of ter

 ritorial integrity and self-determination over which the Russo-Georgian War was

 (nominally) fought are directly relevant to the most sensitive of Turkey's security
 concerns.

 Turkey's lack of preparedness for the Russo-Georgian war is not coincidental,

 but instead reflects a long-standing legacy of Kemalism. The fundamental precept

 of the foreign policy course laid out by Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, summed up in

 his famous phrase, "Peace at home, peace in the world," was that Turkey should

 bury its imperial past, avoid foreign entanglements, and focus on internal devel

 opment. Thus the Turkish Republic deliberately isolated itself from its neighbors,

 especially those to its south and east. It cut cultural and other ties across the board,

 and preferred to maintain cordial but distant relations over close involvement and

 interaction. As a result, Turkey today has a strong cadre of diplomats, professors,

 analysts and others fluent in English and familiar with the United States and West

 ern Europe, but it lacks the sort of expertise about its own neighborhood that one

 might assume it would naturally possess given its imperial history.

 Challenges to Turkey's policy of isolation have emerged on occasion, particu

 larly during the premiership of Adnan Menderes (Menderes won Turkey's first
 contested elections in 1950, was overthrown in 1960 in a coup, and then hanged

 for rocking the boat too hard in domestic as well as foreign policy) and perhaps

 during the early 1990s. But overall a preference for cool detachment and inward

 not coincidental, but instead

 reflects a long-standing legacy
 of Kemalism

 nity of Abkhazians and related Caucasian

 peoples. Russia for most of the past three

 centuries has loomed over Turkey as its

 greatest rival and threat - and at critical

 times, such as during the Turkish War of
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 focus remained dominant in Turkey s
 bureaucracy.

 There is much to be said for avoid

 Turkey and Armenia are the
 two states in the Caucasus that

 have the greatest interest in

 ing foreign entanglements, and the rea- preserving and building upon
 soning behind "Peace at home, peace t^e status-quo
 abroad" was anything but frivolous.
 Yet self-imposed isolation carries its own costs. Those costs rose precipitately

 for Turkey following the end of the Cold War as its neighborhood underwent a

 tremendous political and economic transformation. Ignoring the events taking

 place around it was no solution. It was also during this period that Turkey's self

 confidence began to grow, and more Turks began to advocate that their country

 play a more active role in its region. One positive consequence of this change

 has been the emergence in Turkey of think-tanks, official and non-governmental,

 dedicated to foreign and domestic issues, although Turkey still lacks cadres of

 regional experts.

 Old habits and institutional practices die hard, however, and playing an active

 role in such a complex region is no simple matter. As a way to gradually break out

 of the old mindset and gain experience in regional affairs without excessive risk,

 Turkey has recently begun trying its hand at the role of mediator in regional con

 flicts. For example, Turkey has involved itself in negotiations between Syria and

 Israel, and Turkeys Foreign Minister Ali Babacan has at times tried to position

 himself as a broker between the West and Iran. Now, Turkey is expected to host

 meetings between Afghanistan and Pakistan. Although Ankara's adoption of such

 a role is not unprecedented, the consistency with which Ankara has announced its

 readiness to serve as a mediator does represent an innovation.

 The architect of this approach is Ahmet Davutoglu, a former professor and

 close adviser to Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan, who now holds the rank

 of ambassador. As Davutoglu has reiterated in print and in interviews, Turkey has

 more to gain from engagement with its neighbors than from isolation.

 In the midst of the Russo-Georgian War, Erdogan tried to apply a slightly more

 ambitious variant of this formula by flying to Moscow, Tbilisi, and Baku and pro

 posing a Caucasus Stability and Cooperation Platform. The idea of the platform,

 which revives a similar proposal broached by then-President Süleyman Demirel

 in 2000, is to bring together the three South Caucasian states of Georgia, Arme
 nia, and Azerbaijan with Turkey and Russia, and enable them to mediate and

 solve their conflicts among themselves. Unlike the earlier project, however, the

 17
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 Turkey since the end of the
 Cold War has benefited in

 new proposal is confined to the regional
 countries alone and does not foresee the

 involvement of the United States or the

 European countries. numerous ways from the retreat

 of Russian power and had

 reason to be generally satisfied
 The idea sounds attractive, as calls for

 peace and cooperation usually do, but it

 likely will not go far. Such pacts can work only if all members are willing to priori

 tize stability and good relations over their other interests. Yet if one thing is clear,

 it is that there is no consensus for stability in the Caucasus. Russia just mounted a

 calculated and successful effort to overthrow the status-quo in the Caucasus at the

 expense of another putative pact member, Georgia. Russia's war aims, moreover,

 extend beyond altering the balance of power in the Caucasus; they include restor

 ing its position as the dominant power in Eurasia and restructuring its relations

 with the United States and Europe. Caught up in Russia's aspirations, Abkhazia

 and South Ossetia are pawns in a game bigger than the Caucasus. The notion that

 what Russia and Georgia need in order to come to a mutually satisfactory agree

 ment is a nearby neutral venue for their diplomats to meet verges on the surreal.

 Perhaps for this reason the Russian press chose to give short shrift to Erdogan's

 call for a stability pact, and instead interpreted his visit as signifying support for

 Russia in South Ossetia. It was not the finest moment in Turkish diplomacy.

 Azerbaijan is another state in the Caucasus that has for some time been voicing

 an intense dissatisfaction with the status-quo, and in recent months Baku has been

 dropping subtle threats that it might seek to revise that status-quo by going to war.

 In particular, Azerbaijan is dissatisfied with the outcome of the war it fought with

 Armenian forces over Nagorno-Karabakh (to use the most widespread English

 rendering of the region's name), a predominantly Armenian endave (technically
 it held the title of "autonomous oblast" in the Soviet Union) inside the Republic

 of Azerbaijan. The Karabakh War started in 1988, i.e., when the Soviet Union was

 still in existence, and ended with a ceasefire some six years later in 1994. During

 the war not only did Karabakh break free of Baku's control, but Armenian forces

 managed to seize roughly fifteen percent of the Republic of Azerbaijans territory

 and expelled the Azeri inhabitants thereof, some 800,000 people.

 Since that time Baku has not been able to achieve any redress through diplo

 matic measures. However through foreign investment in its oil industry it has ac

 cumulated some wealth and has used that wealth to engage in a military build-up.

 Whether or not Azerbaijan's military is capable of defeating and driving out the

 Armenian forces and restoring the occupied territories and Karabakh to Baku is

 18
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 by no means clear, but rising frustration

 among Azeris might tempt them to test
 their luck.

 Turkey and Armenia are the two
 states in the Caucasus that have the

 greatest interest in preserving and build

 ing upon the status-quo. The Armenians,

 ie. the unrecognized Nagorno-Kara
 bakh Republic (NKR) and the Republic
 of Armenia, won the Karabakh War and

 wish to keep their gains. They would like Azerbaijan and the wider world to ac

 knowledge the de facto independent NKR as sovereign Armenian territory (either

 as part of the Armenian Republic proper or as a separate republic).

 Armenia, in addition, would like to see Turkey lift the blockade it imposed in

 1993 in response to the Armenians' seizure of Azerbaijani territory. That blockade

 has stunted land-locked Armenia's economic development, leaving it dependent

 upon Georgia and Iran for surface routes to the outside world. The disruption
 Russia's invasion caused to the operations of Georgia's ports, rail lines, and roads

 (ironically, Turkish goods are among the biggest commodities imported along
 those roads into Armenia) has hit Armenia's economy especially hard, underscor

 ing Armenia's isolation and fundamental vulnerability. Indeed, even before this

 most recent war it was clear that Armenia's lack of relations with Turkey had left it

 excessively dependent upon Russia - an unhealthy situation for any state pretend
 ing to sovereign status. That Russian Border Guards secure Armenian borders is

 merely the most visible manifestation of this reality. Indeed, one might imagine

 that with Armenia already in its back pocket, Russia may seek to woo Azerbaijan

 by compelling Armenian concessions on Karabakh or otherwise assisting Azer
 baijan in revising the status-quo in Baku's favor.

 For its part, Turkey since the end of the Cold War has benefited in numerous

 ways from the retreat of Russian power and had reason to be generally satisfied

 with the state of affairs in the Caucasus prior to this war. The big exception to

 this is the state of its relations with Armenia. Although Thrkey was one of the

 very first states to recognize Armenia's independence in 1991, it never followed
 up to establish relations. Several difficult issues divide the two states. One bone

 of contention between them is Turkey's insistence that Armenia definitively re
 nounce any claims on the territory of the Turkish Republic. Another is Armenia's

 insistence that Turkey recognize the massacres and deportations from Anatolia

 Güls visit to Yerevan marked

 a break with the past not only
 in Turkish-Armenian relations

 but also in Turkish diplomacy,
 which has had a tradition

 of working slowly and with

 exceeding caution, and of

 letting opportunities slip by

 19

This content downloaded from 
������������137.83.217.149 on Wed, 17 Feb 2021 05:33:31 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 MICHAEL A. REYNOLDS

 Ankara is no longer reacting to of Ottoman Armenians during and after

 events in its neighborhood but ** genocide. A third is Turkey's de
 - .1 .1 i t . mand that Armenia withdraw from the
 is attempting to take the lead m .

 , territory of Azerbaijan that it occupies,
 resolving outstanding problems
 there A fourth issue is, of course, the block

 ade. Although the imposition of the
 blockade was greatly appreciated by Azerbaijan, which sees itself as the victim

 of Armenian aggression, it has harmed Turkey's image worldwide by reinforcing

 the stereotype of the "Terrible TUrk" as a bully. This is something the Turks, never

 mind the Azeris, find particularly irksome given that it is the Armenians who are

 now occupying the territory seized in war. Turkish support for Azerbaijan has

 impaired Turkish efforts to counter the lobbying by Armenian diasporan groups

 of legislative bodies around the world to classify the mass deaths of Ottoman Ar

 menians in 1915 as genocide. Opening the border with Armenia, some Turkish

 officials believe, would enable Turkey to thwart these efforts more effectively.

 Economics provides another incentive for TUrkey to open its borders. Turkeys

 east is isolated, distant from markets, and remains underdeveloped. Opening the

 border with Armenia would provide a boost to the local economy by enabling

 cross-border trade. The Russo-Georgian war and its aftermath demonstrated the

 vulnerability of the routes stretching through Georgian territory; a Turkish-Ar

 menian rapprochement would make available better routing options for oil and

 gas pipelines from the Caspian and export corridors to the Caspian and beyond,

 thereby providing a boon to Turkey's national economy as well.

 In a gesture intended to break the stalemate in Turkish-Armenian relations,

 Armenian President Serzh Sargsyan invited his Turkish counterpart Abdullah

 Giil to come to Yerevan on September 6 to watch the national soccer (football)

 teams of the two nations play a World Cup qualifying match. After coyly refusing

 to definitively accept or reject the invitation, Gül announced his intention to at

 tend the match just two days before it was to take place. By most measures, Giil's
 brief visit of about six hours was a marked success. The mere fact that the leaders

 of these two nations could be seen in public sitting amiably next to each other was

 remarkable in itself. Similarly, the absence of any visible ugly incidents marring

 Gül's visit or the match itself can be counted an achievement given soccer's proven

 ability to provoke dark passions on the slightest of pretexts. By giving visiting
 Turkish soccer fans and Armenians the chance to interact face to face, the event

 generated modestly optimistic press coverage. Turkish and Armenian journal

 ists alike reported surprise at discovering that the other was capable of quotidian

 20 I
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 kindness and emotion. There are many fissures
 Opponents of Gül's visit within Tur- for Russia to exploit in the

 key justified their resistance with the Caucasus. The Turkish
 argument that the real goal of the Ar- Armenian-Azerbaijani fissure
 menians was to break and undermine ;s m Qne for outsiders
 national unity, and they did their best .
 to prove their predictions true. Deniz leverage
 Baykal and Devlet Bahçeli, the leaders of the Republican Peoples Party and the

 Nationalist Action Party respectively, warned in overwrought terms that Güls vis

 it would be tantamount to a capitulation to Armenian demands and a humiliation

 for Turkey. They preferred instead to perpetuate Turkey's passivity.

 Somewhat similarly, Sargsyan's overture sparked consternation on the Arme

 nian side. Although the offer of hospitality to the Turkish head of state had the

 support of Sargsyan's political opponents, others, including Sargsyan's partners

 in government, the Armenian Revolutionary Federation, and some voices in Ar

 menian diaspora fretted that Sargsyan might be sending a sign of weakness and

 flagging Armenian resolution.

 Gül's visit to Yerevan marked a break with the past not only in Turkish-Arme

 nian relations but also in Turkish diplomacy, which has had a tradition of working

 slowly and with exceeding caution, and of letting opportunities slip by. There is
 reason to believe that Giil intended his visit to serve not as a tentative one-time

 gesture but instead as the first of a series of steps to reshape Turkish-Armenian

 relations. In parallel with Gül's visit, Babacan met with his Armenian counterpart

 Edward Nalbandian. Although the contents of the foreign ministers' discussions

 have not been made public, the speculation of many observers is that they went

 beyond the question of whether to normalize relations, to include concrete ques
 tions of how to normalize relations.

 Given the way relations between Turkey and Armenia are intertwined with

 their respective relations with Azerbaijan, any change in dealings between Ankara

 and Yerevan will ineluctably affect - be it for better or for worse - Baku's ties with

 both. The establishment of truly normal relations between Ankara and Yerevan

 will almost certainly demand some sort of resolution of the Karabakh conflict as

 a precondition. The fact that Babacan and Nalbandian are to meet together with

 Azerbaijan's Foreign Minister Elmar Mammadyarov in New York indicates that

 Ankara is no longer reacting to events in its neighborhood but is attempting to

 take the lead in resolving outstanding problems there.

 21
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 It is not clear that Russia's defeat Turkey's adoption of a proactive,

 Of Georgia Will restore it to the constructive diplomacy by and large
 ... ru . .1 represents a welcome change. This ap

 position ofhegemon in the ,f - . ,r _? , v
 r ° plies first and foremost to Turkey, as no
 Caucasus, but it will increase state can be expected to pursue Turkeys
 Moscow's ability to play the role interests better than Turkey itself. But

 of regional Spoiler it represents no less a positive develop
 ment for Turkey's neighbors, as the exis

 tence of an isolated and paralyzed Turkey only ensures the perpetuation of con

 flict and the retardation of the development of the region as a whole.

 Yet, however welcome the shift in Turkey's posture might be, it perhaps came

 too late. With Russian forces now inside Georgia, both Turkey and Armenia (as

 well as Azerbaijan) have probably already missed an opportunity to overcome

 their differences and to chart a path toward more secure and prosperous futures

 for their societies. The Russian state, whether in its Tsarist, Soviet, and contempo

 rary forms, has demonstrated substantial skill in manipulating ethnic and other

 cleavages on its borderlands to weaken its competitors. It is worth remembering

 that Russia was involved in the emergence of all of the conflicts mentioned above

 (T\irkish-Armenian, Azeri-Armenian, Ossetian-Georgian, and Abkhazian-Geor

 gian) among others. That is not to say that Russia invented these conflicts. Hardly.

 At times Russia has expended considerable efforts to contain and resolve them.

 But Russia is not an outsider to them and possesses an intimate familiarity with

 them, a familiarity that it can, has, and will deploy to its advantage.

 Strength is a relative thing. Sapping the cohesion and power of one's potential

 rivals is often as effective, and occasionally even more useful, a method for over

 coming them than is building up ones own strength. There are many fissures for

 Russia to exploit in the Caucasus. The Turkish-Armenian-Azerbaijani fissure is

 an easy one for outsiders to leverage. For reasons of history, memory, and culture,

 all of these societies remain deeply conflicted regarding relations with each other.

 Finding and pushing the buttons to poison the atmosphere and disrupt any move
 toward reconciliation is not difficult.

 Russia exerts tremendous influence over Armenia, and considerable influ

 ence over Azerbaijan. Hirkey, too, is vulnerable to Russian pressure. Russia's war

 with Georgia overlapped with the application by Russian Customs of heightened

 scrutiny of Turkish goods and the disruption of Turkish exports. The timing of

 the shift in Russian Customs' policy caused Turkish businesspersons to fret and

 wonder if the intention was to send a message to Turkey to refrain from close

 22 I
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 cooperation with the US against Russia. Turkish diplomats, including Davutoglu

 himself, have openly confessed their conviction that Turkey's dependence upon

 Russia precludes it from options that it might otherwise take.

 Keeping Turkey, Armenia, and Azerbaijan at loggerheads serves Russia by

 neutralizing the powers and options of its Caucasian neighbors, keeping them

 dependent, and blocking the development of the Caucasus as an alternative cor

 ridor for energy and trade. It also serves varied domestic interests in each of those

 states. But it does nothing for those societies aside from depriving them of options

 for future development.

 It is not clear that Russia's defeat of Georgia will restore it to the position of

 hegemon in the Caucasus, but it will increase Moscow's ability to play the role of

 regional spoiler. Although many Turks and Armenians retain doubts about the

 propriety of closer relations between their countries, important constituencies in

 side the governments and societies of the two nations recognize the multiple ben

 efits better ties would bring. Their difficulty is convincing others that improved

 relations are, in fact, conceivable. Gül and Sargsyan's meeting on September 6

 went a long way toward demonstrating this. The planned get-together of Babacan,

 Nalbandian, and Mammadyarov suggests that all three states do, on some level,

 aspire to overcome their differences.

 As the larger, more senior, more established, and more powerful state, Turkey
 is the better candidate to take the lead in the drive toward reconciliation. But, be

 nevolent aspirations notwithstanding, the odds remain long. With Russia inside

 Georgia and the Caucasus reverting again to a theater of Great Power confronta

 tion, time is running out. Boldness is required, and Hirkey has yet to shake the

 legacy of the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire. Whereas Moscow drew from its

 imperial collapse the lesson that fortune favors the bold, Ankara took from the

 Ottoman experience the lesson that extreme discretion is the better part of valor.

 23
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