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Beyond the Soft–Hard Power Binary: Resource Control in 
Turkey’s Foreign Policy Towards Sub-Saharan Africa
Jens Heibach and Hakkı Taş

Research Fellow, German Institute for Global and Area Studies (GIGA), Hamburg, Germany

ABSTRACT
Once depicted as a flagship case for the soft power—based foreign 
policy of young democracies, Turkey’s conduct of foreign affairs 
following its authoritarian backsliding has been increasingly asso-
ciated with hard power. Using the case of Turkey’s Africa policy 
under the AKP, this article challenges this reading and its under-
lying conceptual assumptions. To overcome the spurious democ-
racy—soft power vs. autocracy—hard power dichotomy, it argues 
for adopting a process-oriented approach to analysing the foreign 
policies of (autocratising) states by focusing on, firstly, the foreign 
policy situations in which they mobilize power resources to 
a particular end; and, secondly, the extent to which they attempt 
to gain control over societal power resources.
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Turkey’s Africa policies; soft 
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Introduction

Demonstrating an upsurge in foreign interest, Africa has experienced the largest 
embassy-building boom of any world region in the 2000s,1 and Turkey topped the list, 
nearly quadrupling the number of its embassies on the continent from 12 in 2005 to 43 in 
2021.2 Turkey’s presence in Africa displays great variance in terms of substance and 
purpose, from troop deployment in Mali and Central Africa to the construction of East 
Africa’s largest mosque in Djibouti to the proliferation of Turkish television series across 
African television channels. It has been training Somali soldiers, Mauritanian imams, 
Zambian doctors, and Kenyan journalists, among others. Illuminating Turkey’s new- 
found popularity in the region, for instance, ‘Istanbul’ is today one of the most common 
female names in Somalia.3 ‘We are consolidating our policy of opening up to Africa in 
a multilayered and multidimensional manner’, Turkish president Tayyip Erdoğan 
remarked of this comprehensive pivot to Africa.4

Once lauded for its humanitarian aid initiatives, Ankara’s Africa policy has increas-
ingly been associated with the country’s expanding military footprint as of late. In 
general, pundits and scholars who have examined foreign policy initiatives during the 
two-decade rule of the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi – 
AKP) tend to equate the relatively democratic first decade with soft power and the more 
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autocratic second decade with hard power. Initially, the AKP’s foreign policy activism, 
wriggling out of the traditional securitized framework, was largely presented as ‘Turkey’s 
rising soft power’,5 or ‘the rise of the trading state’.6 Concepts such as ‘humanitarian 
diplomacy’7 and ‘public diplomacy’8 were regularly invoked not just to make sense of this 
political and economic opening in pursuit of regional and global integration but also to 
provide ground for its normative legitimation. However, as Turkey engaged in several 
theatres of war in the 2010s, evaluations of Turkey’s public diplomacy have been heavily 
supplanted by analyses of Turkey’s ‘coercive diplomacy’,9 ‘gunboat diplomacy’,10 or 
‘drone diplomacy’.11 The public debate has centred on ‘how Turkey militarized its 
foreign policy’,12 thereby problematizing the country’s ‘rising hard power’.13 In this 
binary understanding, Turkish foreign policy previously shifted ‘from “hard power” to 
“soft power” and [recently] back again’ to hard power.14 This resonates with the observa-
tion of Joseph S. Nye, who coined the term soft power, that Turkey’s soft power has been 
in decline, with less democracy since 2013.15

This article critiques the democracy—soft power vs. autocracy—hard power dichot-
omy and utilizes Turkey’s sub-Saharan African16 policy as a case study to demonstrate 
the inadequacy of these conceptual categories. It does so by zooming in on the domestic 
level of analysis and explores how key political transformations at the unit level have 
impacted the evolution of Turkey’s foreign policy. From a broader perspective, it thus 
emphasizes the importance of conducting a thorough analysis of the foreign policy 
choices of the new political regimes that have emerged during the ongoing third wave 
of de-democratization. While students of comparative politics develop new concepts and 
approaches for studying these defective forms such as competitive authoritarianism or 
liberal autocracy,17 foreign policy analysis, too, demands new research in this field. This 
article rests on the established practice of invoking domestic politics to explain foreign 
policy choices.18 Instead of classifying countries by regime type, such as democratic and 
authoritarian, and then judging their foreign policy behaviour in snapshots, it focuses on 
democratization and autocratisation and how these processes are reflected in foreign 
policy. The article’s contribution to the academic literature is hence twofold: Firstly, it 
shows how the inclusion of a domestic perspective can help traverse the oft-criticized 
soft-hard power divide. Secondly, it advances our understanding of how internal pro-
cesses of political transformation inside a given state sway the evolution of its foreign 
policy, thus providing new and critical insights into the field of foreign policy change.19

The article begins with a critical reflection on the soft—hard power divide. Following 
a brief introduction to the case study, it first explains how Turkey’s Africa policy has 
traversed its soft and hard powers, rendering any discussion based on these conceptual 
categories deficient. The article then proposes to seek the trend of change not necessarily 
from soft to hard power, but rather in the increasing resource control by the state. The 
final section connects the empirical case to the larger debate on power and foreign policy.

The soft–hard power divide amid autocratisation

Few concepts exist in International Relations that are as popular, while simultaneously 
being subject to fundamental criticism, as that of soft power. To name but a few examples 
of this criticism, the concept’s lack of theoretical robustness,20 its static 
conceptualization,21 and its failure to clearly distinguish between power resources and 
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foreign policy instruments have all been scrutinized.22 The present article argues for 
adopting a process-oriented approach to analysing how power resources are deployed by 
autocratising states. In doing so, it also seeks to attenuate two major conceptual problems 
that have long been discussed with respect to soft power: the ambiguity surrounding the 
alleged soft—hard power divide and the confusion about the nature and, indeed, permis-
sibility of authoritarian soft power.

In his introduction of the concept as well as in later studies, Joseph S. Nye has contrasted 
soft or ‘co-optive power’ – i.e., ‘the ability to change what others want’ – with hard or 
‘command power’ – i.e., ‘the ability to change what others do’.23 The inherent dichotomous 
understanding of intangible soft power on the one hand and tangible hard power on the 
other has faced substantial criticism.24 One major reservation is that what can be regarded 
as soft or hard power is not well defined but critically hinges on the context of resource 
mobilization.25 That is, the use of hard power resources such as the military can attract 
others26 as much as the use of soft power resources can provoke the opposite effect.27 What 
matters in this respect is not only ‘intelligibility’ – i.e., the question of whether, and how, the 
(mobilized) resource reverberates in the value system of the receiver28 – but also, crucially, 
the particular situation in which power resources are mobilized and to what end.29 Giving 
international aid, for instance, can be a source of co-optive power, yet one that can turn 
coercive when employed to make others comply with your demands. The article takes this 
contextual argument to be key to traversing the soft—hard power divide.

Another important source of criticism concerns the concept’s application, and applic-
ability, to authoritarian regimes. Some critics stress that soft power – as per its initial 
conceptualization and further development30 – is too closely knit to, in fact preconditioned 
on, the allure of liberal values and institutions and thus fails to recognize non-liberal 
sources of attraction and authoritarian types of soft power.31 Yet almost the same reason, 
albeit levelled from the opposite direction, is used to refute the notion of authoritarian soft 
power, which, as another set of critics argues, would fail some of the core criteria of soft 
power. The notion of ‘sharp power’, which was recently introduced to counter the ‘over-
reliance on the soft-power paradigm [that] has bred analytical complacency regarding the 
growth of authoritarian influence’,32 is a prime example for the latter line of argumentation. 
Authoritarian states, so the argument goes, ‘are ill equipped to “do” soft power well 
[because of their] state-centric governance model’ that encroaches on civil society, which 
is a significant source of soft power, yet only if it remains unfettered by the state.33

The concept of sharp power takes the exclusive attraction of liberalism for granted and 
does not engage with the question of intelligibility. For this and two further reasons, it is 
unfit to mend soft power’s conceptual problem regarding authoritarianism. Firstly, sharp 
power was designed to capture authoritarian efforts to ‘pierce, penetrate, or perforate the 
information environments in the targeted countries’.34 As such, it introduces a new 
concept that should be kept analytically distinct from that of soft power.35 Secondly and 
owing to its empirical focus on China and Russia – the modern-day prototypes of full- 
fledged autocracies – one cannot derive robust conceptual claims for the bulk of today’s 
authoritarian regimes positioned in the grey zone between autocratising democracies or 
democratizing autocracies.36 Despite this, the sharp power concept raises two points that 
are beneficial in the investigation of our research problem. The first is its call to zoom in 
on the intentions behind sharp power strategies, which, translated to our context, 
reiterates the need to focus on the situation in which attempts to influence are made 
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and why (i.e., the contextual argument). The second point of note is its problematization 
of resource control.37

To understand what one might refer to as the resource control argument, one must 
recall that, according to Nye, soft power rests on three main resources: culture, political 
values, and foreign policy.38 Nye therefore asserts that ‘civil society is the origin of much 
soft power’, which is another way of saying that the bulk of a country’s soft power 
resources are not under the direct control of the (liberal) state, nor are they necessarily 
responsive to its purpose.39 Except by its public diplomacy then, which is a typical foreign 
policy instrument, the liberal state cannot mobilize most of its soft power resources in 
a coherent manner.40 By contrast, the situation differs profoundly in full-fledged auto-
cracies such as China, in which the state ‘controls almost all vital resources [and has] 
control over the use of soft power’.41 The extent to which a state controls the power 
resources resting with society is hence a crucial indicator when classifying liberal and 
authoritarian foreign policies – and one also fit to describe processes of autocratisation, 
which are characterized by states’ incremental attempts to contain societal freedoms. 
Likewise, the resource control argument nicely combines with the contextual one: when 
states’ control over societal power resources increases, so too does their capacity to 
purposefully employ these in a coercive way whenever they deem fit.

To sum up, the following two assumptions will guide the following empirical analysis. 
Firstly, the dichotomous understanding of soft and hard power is conceptually spurious 
and arguably obsolete. Whether a mobilized resource is supposed to attract rather than 
coerce its target can be answered empirically only by examining the very situation, or series 
of situations, in which resources are employed and why. This contextual argument militates 
in favour of a process-oriented approach to assessing the foreign policy of a given state 
towards another state or group of states. It applies to both liberal and authoritarian regimes 
and prompts us to also investigate the domestic setting in which foreign policy decisions are 
taken, especially during autocratisation. Secondly, states can employ only those resources 
they control. Since many resources commonly associated with soft power are societal rather 
than state-owned, it is crucial to investigate the degree of a given state’s penetration of 
society to assess its capacity to use societal resources when making influence attempts, 
notably during autocratisation. This resource control argument again calls for a process- 
oriented approach in analysing the international relations of a given state – or, for that 
matter, Turkey’s relations with African states under the aegis of the AKP.

Turkey’s presence in sub-Saharan Africa

Both the proponents and opponents of the AKP tend to overstate Turkey’s penetration of 
the African continent. Its advocates extol this unrivalled ‘success story’ as proof of ‘new 
Turkey’s’ vim and vigour, whereas its international critics point to how the country has 
been racing head-long into Africa and unsettling the continent for its own ends.42 While 
Turkey significantly trails global heavyweights such as the United States and China, the 
pace is still impressive, particularly for a middle power.43 Beyond doubt, Turkey looks 
back on a long history of engagement with Africa. For instance, its predecessor, the 
Ottoman Empire, appointed a consul to Cape Town in 1861, and the Turkish Republic 
opened its first sub-Saharan embassy in Addis Ababa in 1926, shortly after its foundation 
in 1923. It also was quick to recognize the newly independent countries during the 
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decolonization of Africa in the mid-1950s and 1960s. Nevertheless, Africa largely 
remained anathema to politicians until the 1990s, when Turkey sought to redefine its 
role in the post—Cold War era and diversify political and economic allies. The shift in 
Turkey’s predisposition was evident in several initiatives, including former prime minister 
Necmettin Erbakan’s Islamist project in 1996 to unite Muslim countries from Bangladesh 
to Nigeria under the D-8 Organisation and the vision of then foreign minister İsmail Cem 
of Turkey as a multi-civilizational country and the ensuing Africa Action Plan in 1998.44 

In light of Turkey’s aspiration to play a stronger role in the global order, the AKP’s Africa 
policy represents not a break with, but rather a continuation and indeed realization of, the 
strategies outlined by preceding governments. AKP governments have envisioned 
a resurgent Turkey with a multi-faceted foreign policy and have recast the country as an 
‘Afro-Eurasian’ state.45 This entails a much larger projection than the traditional right- 
wing conceptions of Turkey’s sphere of influence extending from the Adriatic Sea to the 
Great Wall of China. Since declaring 2005 the ‘Year of Africa’, Turkey—Africa relations 
have accelerated at a rate unprecedented in the Ottoman and republican history, elevating 
the once-negligible continent to a central pillar of Turkish foreign policy.

Especially after the AKP’s dream to establish a Turkey-led Sunni regional order in the 
wake of the Arab Uprisings faded away, Africa became a more essential component in its 
grand strategy. For various Turkish governments, Africa has represented a lucrative market 
to be tapped, an opportunity to alleviate Turkey’s isolation and break away from traditional 
allies, a source of strength during times of political and economic distress, and ultimately 
a blank canvas on which to write its own success story as an emerging global player. The 
Turkish government has enlisted the assistance of a range of governmental entities to 
establish a long-term presence on the continent. Apart from the 31 embassies opened 
between 2009 and 2021, the Turkish Cooperation and Coordination Agency (TIKA), which 
conducts development projects through 22 coordination offices, and Turkish Airlines, 
which flies to 61 destinations in 40 African countries, have contributed significantly to 
the infrastructure development as a trailblazer for other state and non-state actors. By 2021, 
seven Yunus Emre Institutes and 170 Maarif Schools (operating in 25 countries) have 
provided education to tens of thousands of sub-Saharan African children.46 Furthermore, 
Turkish troops have been engaged in UN operations in Mali and Central Africa since 2016, 
and Turkey created a joint task force command with Somalia in 2017 – Ankara’s largest 
overseas military training centre. Although none is a prominent commercial partner of the 
other, the trade volume between Turkey and sub-Saharan Africa has increased eightfold, 
from $1.35 billion in 2003 to $10.7 billion in 2021.47 Turkey’s advances were not unrequited 
but met with open arms: Turkey was designated a ‘strategic partner’ by the African Union 
in 2008 and elected to the UN Security Council as a non-permanent member the same year, 
thanks to the support of all but two African countries.48

Coercive attraction: blurring boundaries between hard and soft powers

AKP governments have deliberately used the notion of soft power to define and legit-
imize Turkish foreign policy in Africa and beyond.49 Yet Turkey’s actual Africa policies 
not only defy such an exclusive self-characterization but also challenge crucial assump-
tions of the soft power concept, including the attractiveness often assumed to be 
particular to liberal democracies. To begin with, the Turkish narrative employed towards 
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Africa was not primarily based on its (controversial) status as a model of Muslim 
democracy as it was in the Middle East during the Arab Uprisings, but on its opposition 
to Western powers. Turkey has pursued Third Worldism alla turca in its Africa policy, 
portraying itself as a benevolent actor in stark contrast to Western imperialists in the 
continent’s past (and present). The Turkish discourse is framed as ‘sterile, apolitical’, and 
fully humanitarian, emanating from ‘a state without colonial ambition and inspired by 
goodwill’.50 Projecting his anti-Westernist rhetoric at home on Africa policy, Erdoğan 
has repeatedly stressed Turkish exceptionalism: ‘Our ancestors have never had a colonial 
post in Africa in their millennial history [. . .]. Our ancestors, who established states that 
spread across three continents have never acted with imperialist purposes in other 
regions’.51 This ‘Turkey is not like others’ discourse has been materialized through 
extensive humanitarian and developmental aid projects in Africa, fostering South— 
South relations. The AKP promoted ‘humanitarian diplomacy’ as a cornerstone of its 
foreign policy and, as an EU candidate, allocated almost as much humanitarian aid to 
Africa in 2018 as the 28 EU member states did combined.52

Alongside Turkey’s reservations about actively promoting itself as a role model of 
a Muslim democracy, Turkey also purposefully abstains from applying key standards of 
liberal donors’ development policies. Turkey does not attach any formal conditionality to 
its aid or trade, presenting it as a demonstration of ‘its respect for the sovereignty of the 
recipient countries’.53 In practice, for the African countries with a long record of human 
rights violations, authoritarian donors such as China and Turkey seem convenient 
alternatives to Western donors, undermining the latter’s preconditions such as combat-
ting corruption and upholding the rule of law.54 According to the 2020 Aid Transparency 
Index, Turkey’s TIKA is the second-least transparent organization, ranked above only 
China’s Ministry of Commerce.55 In trade, for instance, the Ethiopian government’s 
lethal use of Turkish drones in its controversial suppression of Tigray rebels led to a high 
number of civilian casualties and raised serious concerns about the lack of humanitarian 
or legal constraints on Turkey’s drone sales.56 Whether Turkey’s development and trade 
policies have led to an increase of its attractiveness in the eyes of African states cannot be 
stated conclusively – as is the case with the assumed attractiveness of liberal foreign 
policies. But, as will be shown further below, these policies provided the basis for 
Turkey’s gaining influence with African states in different contexts.

It has been argued above that the context in which power resources are mobilized, and 
why, ultimately defines whether such resources can be deemed attractive or coercive. 
Therefore, even the military, i.e., the hard power resource par excellence, or, by way of 
extension, the military industry can be a source of attraction. Turkey is NATO’s second- 
largest military power behind the United States, and its involvement in a variety of military 
conflicts ranging from Syria to Libya to Nagorno-Karabakh in addition to the use of its 
combat drones has garnered international attention. While Turkey’s drone programme has 
a significant impact on the global landscape, the country has become one of the world’s 
emerging arms suppliers.57 Among the numerous sorts of weaponry and military vehicles 
produced by Turkey, the low cost and high efficiency of the Turkish drones have increased 
the country’s popularity in the global defence market.58 Turkey’s arms sales have experienced 
their biggest increase respective to African countries, including Algeria, Burkina Faso, Chad, 
Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Mali, Mauritania, Morocco, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, Somalia, 
Rwanda, and Uganda. The growing interest in Turkish weapons not limited to Africa resulted 
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in a record of $2.8 billion in defence exports in 2021 – a sevenfold increase over the 
previous year.59 Whether or not the Turkish arms industry has been a source of attraction 
is difficult to prove. But despite claims about Turkey’s isolation in the global politics, these 
weapons sales prompted many African countries to participate at the 2021 Turkey—Africa 
Partnership Summit in Istanbul and cut new arms deals.

On a deeper level, the largely uncritical use of the term of ‘soft power’ often conceals 
the power dynamics that underpin foreign policy decisions.60 Again, the contextual 
argument helps reveal the power dynamics at play by zooming in on the situations in 
which power resources are used and with what intention. Considering the regional 
rivalry between the Turkish—Qatari and Saudi—Emirati alliances,61 for instance, both 
parties have instrumentalised donor assistance to gain political and strategic leverage 
over the African continent. Likewise, recipient African countries have leveraged their 
own position to capture and utilize that aid.62 Soft and hard power are inextricably 
linked. While (intangible) soft power may necessitate the (tangible) infrastructure of hard 
power, the reverse holds too. When, for instance, Somalia was suffering from a civil war 
and famine, Erdoğan visited the capital Mogadishu in 2011 and promised 
a comprehensive aid package, establishing Turkey as Somalia’s largest donor. Yet, what 
began as Turkey’s humanitarian intervention was followed by the re-opening of the 
Turkish embassy the same year, then the opening of Turkey’s largest embassy head-
quarters ever, in Mogadishu in 2016, and finally the inauguration of Turkey’s largest 
overseas military facility, TURKSOM, in 2017 – a significant step towards regional 
supremacy on the Horn of Africa. The trajectory from providing humanitarian assistance 
to establishing a military foothold runs counter to the innocence of soft power and 
exemplifies the strong ties between the two categories in the case of Turkey.

The Turkish case not only illustrates how soft and hard power can be traversed in 
different contexts, but it also showcases the extent to which asymmetrical relationships 
facilitate the use of one and the same power resource to either attract or coerce others. 
Small countries face the risk of being bullied in relationships with less dependent partners 
as they lack bargaining power and are subject to later revisions of the terms. In the 
African context, because Turkey can mostly walk away from political and economic 
relationships at little cost, disparities, if not dependence, may develop, compelling the 
weaker state to grant political or economic concessions to the other. Turkey’s relation-
ship with Somalia, likened to that between Turkey and the Turkish Republic of Northern 
Cyprus, showcases how far this proto-dependency can evolve.63 Asymmetric relation-
ships alone do not confer political influence, as dependent states eventually develop skills 
to avoid exploitation or accommodation.64 Nonetheless, such asymmetries are ‘most 
likely to provide sources of influence for actors in their dealings with one another’.65

The AKP government has used these asymmetries to dictate its terms, while turning 
the instruments of attraction to those of coercion. In 2014, it launched a transnational 
campaign against its erstwhile ally, the Gülen Movement (GM),66 and warned African 
countries about such ‘vicious structures’ operating ‘under the mask of education or 
humanitarian assistance’.67 After the failed coup attempt of 15 July 2016, which 
Erdoğan blamed on the GM and its extensions within the Turkish military, the AKP 
government frequently declared its intention to root out the GM in Africa and used 
several means to that end.68 Due to their clientelistic relationship with Turkey, some 
African countries agreed briskly to Turkey’s demand, whereas others saw it as an 
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intrusion into their internal affairs.69 Reaping the benefits of its military technology 
investment and finding new markets, Turkey has managed to leverage African demand 
for Turkish-made military hardware as a ‘bargaining chip’ in economic and political 
negotiations. For example, in exchange for selling combat drones to Ethiopia in 2021, 
Turkey was allowed to close ten Gülen schools in that country and transfer them to the 
Maarif Foundation.70 As another case, the Nigerian government was long reluctant to 
accept the Turkish government’s repeated requests to close 17 Gülen schools in the 
country. When the Turkish embassy’s espionage and profiling activities against Gülen 
schools were exposed, President Buhari deemed the Turkish spying as a threat to 
Nigeria’s sovereignty.71 However, the purchase of Turkish drones at a time of an 
impending US embargo ‘motivated’ the Nigerian government to restrict the GM’s 
business and financial operations in the country. ‘The Nigerian government clearly will 
not allow any interest, individual or group, to undermine the very warm and cordial 
relationship between the two nations’, the president’s spokesperson Shehu stated.72

Re-statisation and increasing resource control in foreign policy

While acknowledging the impact of domestic politics on foreign policy, this paper does 
not see that impact in Turkey’s recently intensified use of power resources typically 
associated with hard power vis-à-vis African states. Despite a noticeable increase in its 
military footprint, Turkey’s ‘soft power engagements’ in education, culture, and diplo-
macy remain vibrant. Turkey’s domestic change, however, is most visible in the state’s 
increasing resource control in foreign policy making and implementation. As outlined 
above, it is the relative control over societal power resources that distinguishes auto-
cratising states from democratizing ones, and it is the incremental control over societal 
power resources that enhances the capability of autocratising states to purposefully use 
resources typically associated with soft power. This trend of appropriating societal power 
resources is also displayed in Turkey’s Africa policy.73

The AKP’s Africa policy began as a text-book example of the collaboration of state and 
non-state actors. In fact, the GM established a foothold in many African countries before 
the Turkish state did, prompting scholars to frame the Turkish pivot to Africa as ‘a civil 
society-led, state-followed initiative’ (Figure 1).74 Parallel to Turkey’s vision of opening 
up to Africa in the 1990s, the first Gülen schools were opened in Algeria (1994), Senegal 
(1997), Nigeria, Kenya, and Tanzania (1998), all of which already had diplomatic 
representation from Turkey. But the movement’s educational network soon expanded 
exponentially, reaching 98 schools across the continent by 2015.75 While the movement’s 
organization Kimse Yok Mu initiated several humanitarian assistance programmes, its 
umbrella business association the Turkish Confederation of Businessmen and 
Industrialists (TUSKON) facilitated trade with African partners through annual ‘trade 
bridge’ meetings.76 Because of the marriage of convenience between the AKP and GM at 
home and the government’s ensuing support for the latter’s activities in Africa, the 
movement was perceived by the African authorities as part of the ruling bloc.77 In the 
absence of diplomatic missions, the Gülen schools indeed acted as Turkey’s de facto 
embassies, deepening the country’s ties with the African continent.

In line with a new understanding of ‘total performance’, i.e., the mobilization of state 
and non-state actors towards shared foreign policy goals, the AKP governments not only 
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thrived on these prior networks as a precursor to its move to Africa, but also enabled 
them to flourish with state recognition and assistance. Turkey’s Africa policy evolved 
from single-track diplomacy centred on the state to a multi-track diplomacy, encom-
passing both public and private stakeholders.78 This multidimensional and multistake-
holder framework largely set Turkey apart from other rising powers.79 Compared to the 
limited role of non-state actors in pre-AKP foreign policy, this de-statisation occurred 
concurrently with the AKP’s relatively inclusive democratic discourse at home. TIKA 
occupied a central position in the country’s Africa policy. It began operations in Africa 
from an office in Ethiopia in 2005, acting as a facilitator and coordinator of public and 
private actors operating south of the Sahara.

Turkey’s humanitarian intervention in the 2011 Somali famine was the pinnacle of the 
collaboration between the Turkish state and (Turkish) non-state actors in the African 
theatre. Simultaneously, it was a watershed moment in which the Turkish state put its 
capacity to the test and thereafter incrementally took control of the resources mobilized 
for its Africa policy. As Figure 1 shows, although declared in 2005, Turkey’s actual 
opening to Africa took place between 2009 and 2015 with the mushrooming of 
Turkish embassies and new destinations of Turkish Airlines in Africa. The shift away 
from the private sector-driven nature of this foreign policy also coincides with the 
transformation of the AKP—Gülen rift from a hidden confrontation into an all-out 
war from late 2013 onwards.81 An early step towards increasing state control was the 
nationalization of the Foreign Economic Relations Board (DEIK), which lost its auton-
omous status by a 2014 decree and was restructured as a sub-unit under the Ministry of 
Economy. Thus, the state assumed direct control of the economic realm of Turkey’s 
foreign policy. In place of the outlawed TUSKON, DEIK has periodically organized 

Figure 1. Indicators of Turkish foreign policy towards Sub-Saharan Africa (2000–2020).80
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Turkey—Africa Economy and Business Forums, the first having taken place in 
November 2016 – all with state funds.82 As such, the Turkish state has either devised 
new instruments or reconfigured existing ones to increase resource control. In the 
security sector, the state-owned Presidency of Defence Industries was reorganized to 
serve as the primary actor in controlling and promoting Turkey’s defence exports.83 In 
education, the Maarif Foundation was founded in June 2016 for the explicit purpose of 
taking over the Gülen schools and establishing a transnational education network under 
Turkish state control. As Turkey’s overseas education arm, it possesses exclusive author-
ity as stated in Article 2(f) of the founding law (No. 6721): ‘Abroad, in cities in which the 
Turkish Maarif Foundation opened formal and non-formal educational institutes, other 
public institutions and organizations cannot form other units with the same purpose’.84 

Figure 1 indicates how rapidly the Maarif schools have multiplied through either the 
confiscation of the Gülen schools or the opening of its own. Under the International 
Imam-Hatip (Imam and Preacher) High School Project, Turkey’s Diyanet Foundation 
has also been providing scholarships to tens of thousands of African students.85

Recognising the GM’s transnational operations as a national security threat, the 
Turkish state has increasingly taken on functions previously outsourced to the private 
actors. The AKP continues to collaborate with loyal non-governmental organizations 
such as Deniz Feneri, the Cansuyu Charity and Solidarity Foundation, and the 
Humanitarian Relief Foundation (IHH).86 Embedded Sufi communities such as the 
Aziz Mahmud Hüdayi Foundation and Erenköy Cemaati are also allowed to operate as 
the Diyanet’s ‘silent partners’ in Africa, promoting the Turkish state’s imam-hatip model 
of religious education.87 In the economy, the pro-government Independent Industrialists 
and Businessmen Association (MUSIAD) was strengthened in Africa with offices estab-
lished in South Africa and Sudan in 2016.88 Overall, while a limited number of private 
actors showing allegiance to the government are permitted to operate, this does not 
negate the emerging monopoly of state institutions such as Diyanet or the Presidency of 
Turks Abroad and Related Communities (YTB) in their respective fields of Africa policy.

This re-statisation is still different from the pre-AKP foreign policy tradition, in which 
the military enjoyed a salient role in defining the national security framework and 
prioritizing it over other foreign policy objectives. It is not the military but the political 
leadership that now dominates foreign policy formulation and implementation. Such an 
overconcentration and personalization of power, with enhanced resource control, is 
typical of the Middle East.89 This notwithstanding, the Turkish case reflects the patterns 
of populist autocratisation, by which the Ministry of Foreign Affairs has been gradually 
sidelined and nearly replaced by the Presidential Palace in terms of its functions.90 By the 
end of 2021, President Erdoğan had visited 30 African countries – an unprecedented feat 
for a non-African leader. This increasing travel diplomacy is the new custom for devel-
oping and implementing Turkey’s Africa policy. The institutional reflection of this 
personalization of power is noteworthy. For instance, TIKA, which, under the prime 
ministry, used to coordinate humanitarian and development aid to foreign countries in 
cooperation with state and non-state actors, was downgraded and attached to the 
Ministry of Culture and Tourism by presidential decree dated 15 July 2018.91 This was 
a clear indication of TIKA’s demotion. The official restructuring suggests a new setting in 
which the state partly relinquishes the role of coordinator and takes the reins of resource 
control in foreign policy.
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Conclusion

Turkey’s Africa policy under the AKP, and its foreign policy in general, has recently 
witnessed a categorical reclassification by scholars, think tank personnel, and journal-
ists alike. Once depicted as a flagship case for a soft power-based foreign policy of 
a nascent democracy, Turkey’s Africa policy in the aftermath of its authoritarian 
backsliding has come to be seen as proof that authoritarian regimes cannot do soft 
power but prefer to play it hard. This article set out to challenge this reading as well as 
its underlying conceptual assumptions. Empirically, it has shown both that while 
Turkey’s Africa policy under early AKP governments has made use of foreign policy 
resources associated with hard power, if modest in scope, its latest Africa policy has 
not completely dispensed with those ingredients commonly associated with soft 
power either. While there has been a noticeable change in character, it is questionable 
whether this shift can be commensurably captured with the binary categories pro-
vided by the soft-power approach. On a conceptual level, the article has thus sug-
gested, firstly, zooming in on the foreign policy situations in which power resources 
are mobilized to a particular end and, secondly, investigating the extent to which the 
state attempts to gain control over power resources that rest with society. Both the 
contextual and the resource control argument challenge the customary, clear-cut 
categorizations of soft vs. hard power, and they encourage researchers to focus on 
foreign policy processes, including those that occur when states transition from 
democracy to authoritarianism, and vice versa.

From this shifted perspective, the evolution of Turkey’s Africa policy since 
roughly mid-2010s can be considered as autocratising in that the Turkish state 
has increasingly appropriated societal power resources, which, together with tradi-
tional sources of state power, were more often used to coerce African governments 
to fulfil its demands in several foreign policy situations. At times, these demands 
were prompted by Turkey’s conflicts – for example, with regional rivals such as 
Saudi Arabia or the UAE. At other times, Turkish demands towards African 
governments were rooted in the AKP’s conflicts with domestic rivals and, as such, 
a more obvious token of Turkey’s autocratisation. In a nutshell, Turkey’s Africa 
policy has indeed become more coercive or, put differently, the flow of Turkish 
resources to African countries has been increasingly impinged upon by the govern-
ment’s domestic considerations. However, while it is still intriguingly difficult to 
gauge a country’s soft power (i.e., as an outcome), this transactional momentum 
may not bode well for Turkey’s attractiveness in Africa.
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