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Turkey’s Special Relationship
with Germany and Russia

Sener Akttirk*®

Economic and social relations between Turkey, Germany, and Russia are hav-
ing a deep, transformative influence on the place and role of Turkey in the post-
Cold war era. From the U.S. point of view, this new context has to be taken into
account in dealing with Turkey, and in explaining, or “predicting”, Turkey's
choices in many issues on which the United States is expecting Turkey’s cooper-
ation. Turkey's refusal of U.S. troop deployments in March 2003 would be less
surprising, when seen against the background of staunch German and Russian
resistance to the U.S. policy in the Middle East.

A quantitative and qualitative look at economic,
socio-cultural and political relations

Germany and Russia have recently stabilized their positions as Turkey’s two most
important trading partners.! While Germany has been Turkey's most important trad-
ing partner for many decades, Russia’s rise to the top among Turkey’s trading partners
since the end of the Cold War has been swift and has had far ranging consequences.
Furthermore, in the case of Russia, official figures of bilateral trade with Turkey under-
estimate the real magnitude of the economic activity between the two countries be-
cause they fail to take into account the unofficial suitcase trade and the presence of
sizable Turkish direct investments in Russia, two factors that do not exist to a compa-
rable extent in Turkey’s relations with other countries. Turkey’s official goal is to
increase the volume of Turkish-Russian trade, which is currently (2006) estimated
around USD 15 billion, second only to Germany, to USD 25 billion in the next three
years.? This goal, once attained, would make Russia Turkey's largest trading partner.
Turkey also rose among the major trading partners of Russia, leaving behind countries
like Japan, India, and South Korea.?

Likewise in the case of Germany, the economic impact on Turkey of millions of
Turkish guest workers, a considerable proportion of which have become German cit-
izens since 1998, and the billions of euros worth remittances they have sent back

(*) Sener Aktiirk is a PhD candidate in political science at the University of California, Berkeley.
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home over decades, are not captured through official
bilateral trade statistics. Germany and Russia are also
Russia have recently  the two countries sending the largest number of tour-
stabilized their st to Turkey, which is another indispensable source

of dynamism for the Turkish economy.* As these ex-

positions as Turkey’s amples show, the “people factor” occupies a tremen-

66 Germany and

dous role in Turkey's relations with Germany and Rus-
sia. The existence of strong, vibrant, vocal, and grow-
trading partners 99 ing Turkish communities in Germany and Russia, sup-
ported by extensive economic, cultural, and other so-
cial contacts between these countries and Turkey through trade, tourism, and invest-
ments, demonstrate the material basis upon which Turkish domestic politics and
society are influenced and shaped by international factors in the 2 1% century. Studies
of Turkish politics and society in the age of globalization must take into account, first
and foremost, the inter-societal linkages between Turkey, Germany, and Russia.

two most important

The Turkish-German Connection in Historical Perspective

More than two million people living in Germany today are descendants of the so-
called “guest workers” from Turkey.® This is by far the largest number of expatriate
Turks® in the world. Their economic, social, and cultural influence in Germany already
has a forty year old history. Guest workers’ impact on Turkey began to be felt with the
substantial remittances they started sending to Turkey already in the 1960s and 1970s.
Germany’s decision to declare a moratorium on foreign labor recruitment in 1973 had
the opposite of its intended effect, and induced Turkish workers already in Germany
to bring their families from Turkey through “family reunions.” As a result, Turkish
population in Germany increased dramatically. A parallel augmentation of guest work-
ers’ influence on Turkey followed their demographic explosion in Germany. Acceler-
ating in the 1980s and 1990s, cultural and artistic production among the Turkish
diaspora in Germany opened up new opportunity spaces and contributed to the recon-
figuration of Turkish identity in Germany with echoes in Turkey. The presence of the
guest workers challenged German democracy to live up to its liberal democratic ideals.
Turks contributed to the deepening of democracy in Germany, by posing the chal-
lenge of multiculturalism and religious pluralism to a society that had limited and
failed experiences with both, epitomized in the traumatic memory of the Holocaust.

Reunification of Germany and the incorporation of sixteen million East Germans
along with over a million ethnic Germans (volksdeutsche) from the former Soviet Union
(mostly Russia and Kazakhstan) created a new wave of anti-Turkish sentiments and
xenophobia.’” The fatal arson attacks on Turkish houses in Mélln and Solingen alerted
Turks and Germans alike to a resurgence of Neo-Nazi and other anti-immigrant ac-
tivism.® Chancellor Kohl’s Christian Democratic leadership was explicitly opposed to
the idea of a multicultural Germany as a destination for immigration.® Christian Dem-
ocrats encouraged Turks to return to Turkey, and even offered DM 10,500 compensa-
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tion for those who would choose to do s0.1% Such policies not only failed to “solve the
Turkish problem” in Germany, but they made Turks feel even more unwelcome in
Germany and contributed to the formation of parallel societies in ghettos, where
Islamist and nationalist ideas found fertile ground. Even in the former German Dem-
ocratic Republic, where only several dozen Turkish communists lived, Turks were
ranked as the least desirable neighbors, along with the Gypsies, by the German popu-
lation, showing the detachment from real experience and culturally embedded nature
of deeply held prejudices against the Turks.!!

Kohl’s leadership conceived of the Turkish population as a potential threat to Ger-
many. “securitization” of the Turkish diaspora by the state in Germany was joined by the
securitization of the guest workers from the point of view of the Turkish state. The
Activities of the infamous “Khomeini from Cologne”, Cemalettin Kaplan, and similar
Islamic fundamentalist organizations, sent shock waves to Turkey.!? Germany was
seen as the financial base and the recruitment ground of both Islamic fundamentalist
and ethnic separatist movements against Turkey. In this period of double-isolation

from Germany and from Turkey), Turks in Germany could not use their potential to
serve as a channel of democratization in Turkey or in Germany. Turkey’s suspension
+f its relations with the European Union after the Luxemburg summit in 1997 further
undermined the role of Turks in Germany as a bridge between Turkey and Europe.

Several major political events, in Turkey, in Germany, and at the EU level, trans-
formed this situation and provided for an opening. In Turkey, the ousting Prime Minister
Erbakan in 1996 and the coming to power of a three party coalition government with
majority support in the 1999 elections, and the capture of Kurdish separatist leader
Abdullah Ocalan, created perceptions of a decline in the Islamic fundamentalist and
the ethnic separatist threats compared to the mid-1990s. This environment of relative
security allowed Turkey to make strides towards democratization while de-securitizing
-he interaction with the Turks in Germany. Secondly, the victory of Social Democratic
Party (SPD) in Germany brought to power a Red-Green coalition headed by Gerhard
Schroeder. SPD and the Greens were much more welcoming towards the Turks. They
~ampaigned on the promise of extending citizenship to the Turkish and other guest
workers who have been living in Germany for generations. Turks voted overwhelming

sver 80 percent) for SPD and the Greens. These two parties included Turkish-Germans
=mong their ranks. Among these, Cem Ozdemir of the Greens and Ozan Ceyhun of SPD
were two of the most prominent ethnically Turkish German politicians.™ Schroeder
ncluded among his supporters the prominent Turkish-German businessman Vural
Dger. A new, social democratic and progressive German-Turkish political and intel-
—-rual elite came to the fore, who would contribute to the democratization debates in
Turkey. Thirdly, EU granted candidate status to Turkey in the Helsinki Summit in
1992 allowing for a re-opening of the frozen Turkish-EU relations, hence providing
wn opportunity for Turks in Germany to serve as natural emissaries of Europe who
~uld facilitate Turkey’s integration with the European Union.

The Schroeder era in Germany has witnessed both a florescence of German-Turkish
sctivism, cultural production, and increased representation in political bodies, but also
. visible improvement in and intensification of Germany’s relations with Turkey.

-
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Germany, along with Britain, was the most important country pushing for Turkey’s
membership in the European Union, against criticisms from other EU member states,
making possible the beginning of accession talks by October 2005. The long awaited
change of German citizenship law, which was promulgated in 1913, qualifies—poten-
tially—over a million Turkish residents of Germany for citizenship. In the first elec-
tions after the change in citizenship laws, the SPD and the Greens won by a razor
sharp majority, thanks to the overwhelming (over 80 percent) support of the Turkish
guest workers, among other factors.

[t is notable that the SPD came very close to such a razor sharp victory in the 2005
elections as well. In the 2005 elections, five parliamentarians with Turkish origins
(Lale Akgiin-SPD, Ekin Deligéz-Greens, Hiiseyin Aydin-Linke, Sevim Dagdelen-Linke,
Hakk1 Keskin-Linke) entered the Bundestag, all from left wing parties, close to one
percent of all Bundestag members. This percentage corresponds to the proportion of
German citizens of Turkish origin in German population (around 600,000 in 79 mil-
lion) but not yet to the proportion of all Turkish residents in Germany (more than 2
million). As more Turks acquire German citizenship in the next few years, the num-
ber of Turkish parliamentarians in Germany is also likely to increase. Unlike the
political landscape in Turkey, where 70-75 percent of the electorate recently voted for
right wing parties, the Turks in Germany have manifestly different political attitudes,
and might exert a transformative influence on their brethren in Turkey. Historically,
in the international marriages involving Turkish nationals, German citizens ranked
at the top as Turks” partners in life. Germans maintain a substantial lead over all
others even today, except for Russians, who were catapulted to the top by the phe-
nomenal outbreak of Turkish-Russian marriages since the end of the Cold War. Much
more recently, a substantial number of Germans began to take up residence in Turkey,
especially in Turkey’s Mediterranean coast, further contributing to the already in-
tense societal interaction between people from Turkey and Germany. In 2004 alone,
2,125 Germans immigrated to Turkey to seek a new and better life.!* There are over
twenty thousand Germans residing in the town of Alanya by Turkey’s Mediterranean
coast alone, which some journalists wistfully dubbed “Al(m)anya” (“Germany” in
Turkish), and where a local German weekly is published. !5

Economic, social, cultural and political aspects of
Turkey’s relations with Russia

The single most radical improvement in Turkey’s diplomatic relations in the post-
Cold War era has been her relations with the Russian Federation. We are undoubtedly
witnessing the highest levels of cooperation between the two countries in the 500 year-
long history of Turkish-Russian relations. The level of cooperation in the post-Cold
War period far supersedes even that of the 1920s, the only other period in the 20t
century when the two countries had cooperative and friendly relations.!'6 Turkish-
Soviet trade rose to about USD 600 million in the late 1980s, thanks to the new trade
treaties spurred by the join initiative of presidents Gorbachev and Ozal. Once the Soviet
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Union collapsed, the bilateral trade volume shotupto €6 The single most
around USD 3 billion in 2000, and reached a phenom- . )
—nal USD 13.5 billion in 2005. Ina 20 year period (1985.  radical improvement
2005), Turkish-Russian trade has increased twenty-fold.  in Turkey’s
The goal on the part of the Turkish government is to
reach USD 25 billion in the next three years, which could
- make Russia Turkey’s number one trading partner.!? in the pOSthOld
There are not as many Turkish workers living in
Russia as in Germany, and Moscow does not (yet) have
> “Kreuzberg”. '8 The formation of Turkish-Russian com-  her relations with
munities is in the making throughout Russia, especially
in urban centers such as Moscow and St. Petersburg.
Furthermore, although Moscow does not have Turkish Federation 99
neighborhoods yet, both Trabzon and Istanbul already
have Russian neighborhoods in their midst. The number of Turkish-Russian marriages
is comparable only to Turkish-German marriages in their significance in transforming
Turkish identity today. In 2005 alone, 50,000 Turkish-Russian marriages took place in
Turkey, which at this pace could create a Turkish-Russian population of over a million
people in a total population of 70 million within a decade in a country which is
considered the most religiously homogenous (99.8 percent Muslim) of any country in
the world except for Somalia. Beyond the presence of a growing population of Turks in
Russia, the many Turkic speaking Muslim communities in Russia already perform a
function that is somewhat similar to the function fulfilled by the Turkish diaspora in
Germany: serving as a site of cultural and ideational production and reconfiguration.
Tatars, Bashkirs, Chechens, and Dagestanis are the most numerous and influential among
the approximately 20 million Muslim citizens of Russia today.!” These peoples have
large diasporic communities in Turkey. For example, around seven million people in
Turkey are said to have Caucasian origins. Schools established in Russia by Turkish

diplomatic relations

War era has been

the Russian

entreprencurs and philanthropists are primarily serving these communities by educating
anew generation of Turkic speaking Muslim elites who forge strong personal connections
with Turkey throughout their education. These communities, along with the growing
number of Turkish-Russian families inhabiting the cultural and linguistic border zone
between Turkey and Russia, serve as a crucial site of communication and reconfiguration
of national identities. Unlike between Turkey and Germany, there has not been a
“simultaneous democratization” between Russia and Turkey where the diaspora
communities played a significant role. The increasingly repressive policies of the Russian
state so far inhibited such a process from taking place. Russia has been suffering from a
deteriorating democratic record since the beginning of President Putin’s administration.*

Apart from rapidly growing economic, societal, and cultural interaction between
the two countries, there has also been substantial political cooperation between Turkey
and Russia. In 1992, Turkey took the initiative by established the Black Sea Economic
Cooperation (BSEC) organization to facilitate economic, social, cultural, academic, and
environmental cooperation between the littoral states of the Black Sea, including Russia
and Turkey among its members.2! BSEC developed branches such as the BSEC Business

‘HHHIH LHIISNI

—
—3



—
NS

INSIGHT TURKEH"

October-December 2006 / Vol. 8 / Number 4

Council, Black Sea Trade and Development Bank (BSTDB), International Center for
Black Sea Studies (ICBSS), and the Parliamentary Assembly (PABSEC).2* Although
BSEC officers expressed their hope to use oil and gas among other natural resources to
cement a regional integration frame similar to the European Coal and Steel Union,*
BSEC should not be seen as a substitute for EU but as a peripheral and sympathetic
response intended to facilitate the participation of Black Sea states in EU integration.?*
In April 2001, Turkey and Russia, along with Ukraine, Rumania, Bulgaria, and Geor-
gia, formed a joint naval task force called the Black Sea Force.?® This task force holds
annual maneuvers in the Black Sea. This is the first time Turkey and Russia participat-
ed in joint military exercises in the 500 year history of Turkish-Russian relations.
Economic, social, cultural, and political interaction had some ideational repercus-
sions for the production of knowledge as well. Turkish-Russian epistemic communities
flourished on both sides of the Black Sea. Some Turkish newspaper columnists write
their daily columns from Russia.?® Likewise, some Russian journalists and scholars,
such as Igor Torbakov, are based in Istanbul.?” These scholars and journalists constitute
an “epistemic community”, the members of which have an interest in facilitating and
deepening Turkish-Russian cooperation. Such epistemic communities are a major
intellectual and human resource in fostering regional cooperation. In a different vein,
the post-Cold War decade witnessed the emergence of “Turkish Eurasianism” as an
alternative conception of Turkish national identity that incorporates Russia as an
indispensable partner in a vision of a common future.?® This anti-Western intellectual
movement has rapidly grown in the last decade and gathered a critical following. Though
marginal and somewhat extremist overall, the existence of this movement demon-
strates that even anti-systemic protest movements are now utilizing the opportunity
spaces created by the increasing interactions between Turkey and Russia. Turkish-
Russian cooperation facilitated liberal visions of a common future, which constitute the
dominant paradigm, as well as authoritarian and extremist ones, which are marginal.

Turkey’s foreign policy behavior may be influenced
by German and Russian preferences

Throughout this paper, [ have argued that Turkey’s relations with the outside
world evolved in certain directions since the end of the Cold War. In particular,
Turkey’s relations with Germany and Russia include economic, societal, cultural, and
political dimensions, which are intertwined in such ways that many fields that were
previously considered Turkish domestic politics should now be studied from an inter-
national vantage point. Turkish politics have been internationalized through trade
and also through the influence of the Turkish diaspora. For example, I noted processes
of mutual development and democratization, whereby Turks in Germany contribute
to the deepening of democracy both in Germany and in Turkey.

In planning for the future, U.S. foreign policy will have to take into account the new
geopolitical context brought about by Turkey’s flourishing special relationship with
Germany and Russia. German and Russian preferences in the Middle East, Caucasus,
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and the Black Sea region, may exert a certain influence
on Turkey's foreign policy behavior in these regions as
well. Turkey’s rejection of U.S. troop deployments in the
cun-up to the Iraq War is only the most glaring of such
influences. Turkey was encouraged and supported by
the staunch Russian and German opposition to the war,
as the intense traffic and high level agreement between
Ankara and Moscow and Berlin on this issue during that
period testifies. When the United States applied for
shserver status in the Turkish-Russian dominated BSEC,
Russia voted against the U.S. application while Turkey
sbstained from the vote.2? Turkey has also been consis-
cently opposed to letting NATO enter the Black Sea,
which it prefers to manage jointly with Russia and the
other littoral states.>® German pressure also had a role
in softening Turkey’s position in Cyprus, which was
manifest in Turkey’s support for the United Nations

€6 Apart from rapidly
growing economic,
societal, and
cultural interaction
between the two
countries, there has
also been
substantial political
cooperation
between Turkey and
Russia 99

olan (so-called “Annan plan”), which the Turkish side opposed for many years. As
significantly, German politicians of all stripes had a major role, through their interac-
ions with the Turkish state and society over the last decade, in the lifting of the ban
szainst Kurdish, and allowing for Kurdish publications, broadcasting, and education
in Turkey. Examples are too many to recount here. In short, the future of Turkish-U.S.
relations, in good part, depends on the nature of Turkey’s relations with Germany and
Russia as alternative partners. By implication, Turkey’s relations with the United
Srates will also be influenced by the nature of U.S. relations with Russia and Germany.
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