
IMPERIAL LEGACIES AND NEO-OTTOMANISM: EASTERN EUROPE AND TURKEY

101FALL 2012

ABSTRACT
From Hungary he’s soon away,
In Austria by the break of day,

Bavaria is just at hand,
From there, he will reach another land,
Soon the Rhine perhaps, he will come1

In this article, I will examine how 
the historical legacy of the Ottoman 
Empire in Central and South-eastern 

Europe2 affects the foreign policy stanc-
es and public opinion towards Turkish 
membership to the European Union 
(EU). My task is made difficult in that 
it needs to take into consideration ques-
tions of institutional and cultural legacy 
in such large historical swathes within 
the limited confines of this paper. How-
ever, I would argue that the Ottoman 
legacy does affect countries’ stances 
towards Turkish accession to the EU, 
in that the Ottoman legacy plays a role 
in their own identity constructions vis-
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à-vis the European project. I suggest that the new EU members, whose support 
Turkey may realistically lobby for in its EU bid, come equipped with significant 

historical memories of the Ottoman 
Empire with varying degrees of as-
sociations from their direct contact 
with Ottoman rule.3 

The central contention of this ar-
ticle is that the historical legacy of 
the Ottoman Empire in Central and 
South-eastern Europe and Turkey 
may interact with Turkey’s new for-
eign policy assertiveness in its neigh-

borhood. Furthermore, while historical arguments may explain how historical 
legacies create diverging institutional structures and policy outputs and how 
assumed common legacies are believed to make target countries more receptive 
to foreign policy overtures by Turkish foreign policy makers. Historical lega-
cies and ideational aspects on both sides are mirror images of one another, and 
remains under explored. I will first discuss the Ottoman Empire as a European 
power and its impact on Eastern European countries. I then reflect on Ottoman 
institutional and cultural legacies in South-eastern Europe and the Balkans. 
This analysis, I conclude, is particularly apt as some analysts worry about a 
shift in Turkey’s foreign policy, which has been dubbed neo-Ottomanism, that 
aims for a greater involvement and influence in the former Ottoman territories, 
even though its architect, Foreign Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu, has repeatedly 
rejected this title and highlights Turkey’s multi-dimensional and conciliatory 
orientation.4

The Ottoman Empire as a European Power

One of the chief ideational aspects of Turkey’s perception abroad is how the 
Ottoman Empire’s legacy is perceived in the region.5 Turkish accession to the 
EU lies at the heart of how Turkish foreign policy is evaluated and where most 
work on ideational aspects are conducted.6 The perception of the Ottoman Em-
pire as European or non-European has important repercussions when it comes 
to judging modern Turkey’s place and stature in Eastern European eyes. A brief 
discussion of the historical trajectory of the Ottoman Empire’s presence in the 
eastern part of the continent is necessary in order to map out the physical and 
ideational borderlines of the historical legacy argument. 

The Ottoman rule in Eastern Europe lasted in some territories for close 
to 600 years. The capture of territory in the Balkans started in the 14th cen-

The historical legacy of the 
Ottoman Empire in Central 
and South-eastern Europe 
and Turkey may interact 
with Turkey’s new foreign 
policy assertiveness in its 
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tury (the early years of the Ottoman conquest were 1354 to 1453), and the 
second conquest and consolidation of power (1453-1595) mainly involved a 
sort of self-government that became institutionalized later in the 15th and 16th 
centuries, culminating in the “golden age” during the reign of Süleyman the 
Magnificent, when parts of Hungary and Romania came under Ottoman vas-
salage.

Acquiring their first foothold in Europe with the conquest of Adrianople 
(1365), the Ottomans then proceeded the Black Sea coast (in modern day Bul-
garia), and occupied much of Macedonia, including Salonika (1387). The first 
Battle of Kosovo two years later was immortalized in the “Kosovo epic”, which 
was revived by Serbian nationalists following the break-up of the Yugoslav 
state. Morea, Serbia, Bosnia, Walla-
chia, and most of the Southern Dan-
ube region came under Ottoman rule, 
following the conquest of Constanti-
nople in 1453. 

By the beginning of the 16th cen-
tury, the Ottoman Empire was al-
ready regarded as a European power. 
Against the Habsburg Holy Roman 
Emperor Charles V, King Francis of 
France would appeal to Süleyman I 
after being taken prisoner in 1525. The Battle of Mohács (1526) marked the 
beginning of the long confrontation between the Habsburgs and the Ottomans 
in Central and South-eastern Europe. The Ottoman presence was seen as pow-
erful in the 16th and 17th centuries, and it reached the gates of the center of the 
Habsburg Empire.

Soon after the defeat of the Ottoman armies at Vienna in 1683, the Otto-
man Empire’s reach in Central Eastern Europe started to decline and Ottoman 
vassalage receded to the south of the Danube by 1699.7 But in South-eastern 
Europe and in the Balkans, Ottoman rule lasted until the end of the 19th century, 
but was continually challenged by the Russian and the Habsburg Empires. The 
dynamics of Balkan politics and the rise of nationalism, plus the intervention 
of the great European powers, resulted in the break-up of the southern Slavic 
lands, starting with the Serbian revolution which led to its autonomy in 1817, 
followed closely by Greece gaining independence in 1829. Soon after, the lands 
of modern-day Romania won independence in 1878. The Bulgarians revolted 
in 1876, but only became completely independent in 1908. The Treaty of Ber-
lin in 1878, however, was the death knell for Ottoman rule in South-eastern 
Europe.8

The perception of the  
Ottoman Empire as European 

or non-European has important 
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to judging modern Turkey’s 
place and stature in Eastern 
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The Historical Legacies of the Ottoman Empire in Central Eastern 
European EU Members 

The support for the idea of Europe is that Europeans have a sense of common 
identity, history, culture and traditions. There is a clear congruence as evidenced 
in various surveys on support for European institutions about what constitutes Eu-
rope and what the EU aims to accomplish. It follows that enlargement decisions 
should be based on kinship and a sense of belonging. Analyses of why there is op-
position towards EU enlargement to some countries reveal that opposition has less 
to do with costs and benefits but on whether the country is viewed as historically 

part of European culture, heritage and 
identity.9 In other words, respondents 
support the EU membership of can-
didate countries and neighbors which 
correspond with their idea of Europe. 

The parts of Eastern Europe that 
became EU members in 2004 had 
close cooperation with the Ottomans, 
although a majority of these coun-

tries, except for parts of Hungary, never came under direct Ottoman rule. The 
Polish Commonwealth, which bordered on the Ottoman Empire between 1526 
and 1793, provides a good example. Poland was the first European entity to sign 
a friendship treaty with the Ottoman Empire in 1533, and it sometimes acted as 
a cultural mediator between Western Europe and Ottoman Empire; for instance, 
some Janissary music and Ottoman cultural motifs were transferred to the Polish 
collective memory in their view of the Battle (or Siege) of Vienna (1683) which 
inspired the emergence of the myth of Poland as the bulwark of Christianity. 
Polish figures lay at the center of the legend of the relief of Vienna in collective 
European memory with Polish King Jan Sobieski’s troops saving Europe from a 
Muslim conquest. The prophecy of Wernyhora claimed that Polish resurgence in 
the 18th century took place only when Turkish troops marched into its territory. 
The Ottoman Empire also did not recognize the partition of Poland, continuing 
to accept ambassadors to the Sublime Porte from “Lehistan (Poland)”.

Poland became one of the first countries to recognize the Ankara govern-
ment. Many Polish insurgents against Russia in the 19th century found refuge 
in the Ottoman Empire, and served in the Ottoman army and the state admin-
istration, contributing to the Empire’s and later the young Turkish Republic’s 
modernization. A key personality was Konstanty Borzecki (Mustafa Cellaleddin 
Pasha), whose grandson, Nazım Hikmet, was one of the greatest Turkish poets 
of the 20th century.

The dynamics of Balkan politics 
and the rise of nationalism,  
plus the intervention of the 
great European powers, 
resulted in the break-up of the 
southern Slavic lands
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Poland has the most favorable attitude towards Turkish accession among the 
old and new members of the EU. Polish politicians have often emphasized that 
Polish support for Turkish entry to the EU is due to its gratitude for Turkey’s 
stance against the Russian and German assaults against Polish national terri-
tory, and later, its support for Pol-
ish membership to NATO. But, one 
should balance this favorable histor-
ical-cultural view of Turkey with the 
public statements by Polish bishops, 
the Catholic Church, and other con-
servative circles that present negative 
perceptions of a Muslim country in 
Europe, along with discourses that 
revive the myth of the Battle of Vienna. In 2004, for instance, Poland was one 
of the most fervent supporters of a clause mentioning Europe’s Christian roots 
in the preamble of the proposed European Constitution. Meanwhile, the foreign 
policy establishment in Poland generally holds a favorable view of Turkish ac-
cession as Poland hopes for an increased role in the geopolitics of alternative 
energy supplies and routes that pass through Turkey. Poland stands as a staunch 
US ally alongside Turkey and both countries worked closely in NATO’s ISAF 
command in Afghanistan. Despite these collaborations, at the start of the East-
ern Partnership project, which Poland launched along with Sweden in 2008 and 
whose geographical scope includes nearly all of Turkey’s northeast neighbors, 
including Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia, Ankara was not consulted. Since 
its inception, the Eastern Partnership has been a sore point between Ankara and 
Warsaw.10

Another intriguing case of the Ottoman legacy in Eastern Europe is Hungary. 
The heart of Hungary, including much of Trans-Danubia, Budapest and a slice of 
the Great Carpathian Plain, came under Ottoman rule in the 16th century, mark-
ing the most westerly point of the empire. Notwithstanding that Hungary was the 
base for Ottoman territorial expansion into Central Europe in the 16th and 17th 
centuries, prominent Hungarian national figures like Imre Thölöky fought on 
the side of the Ottomans against the Habsburgs. A number of Hungarians (along 
with Poles) in subsequent decades became successful intermediaries between 
Western Europe and the Ottomans, as well as agents of cultural syncretism in 
several Western European countries. Between the 18th and 20th centuries, the 
Ottoman Empire was a sanctuary for both Hungarian and Polish exiles during 
their wars of independence against Austria.

The Ottoman legacy, although short and ephemeral (just 150 years), could 
be said to have drawn the founders of the modern Turkish Republic closer to 

Many Polish insurgents against 
Russia in the 19th century 
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Hungary than any other Central Eastern European country. Atatürk recruited a 
number of musicians, architects, city planners and agronomists from Hungary 
to provide expertise for cultivating the barren Anatolian plains. Aside from the 
restructuring of modern Turkish cities, Hungarian scholars helped create the 
higher education system in Turkey, especially the vocational and art schools.11 

For the next four decades under com-
munism, Hungarians were only al-
lowed to visit one country outside of 
the Communist bloc, Turkey.

This “special” relationship can be 
seen in the positive attitude of Hun-
garian foreign policy makers regard-
ing Turkish entry into the EU. It is 
also evidenced in public opinion sur-
veys conducted by the Hungarian as-

sociations such as the Hungarian Europe and the Eurobarometer (annual public 
opinion surveys conducted by the European Commission) where the Hungarian 
population comes up as one of the most favorable of all the member countries 
surveyed on Turkey’s candidacy, which place Turkey after only Croatia and 
before Ukraine in the countries they would favor joining the EU.12

Hungary’s positive attitude can be contrasted with that of Austria to put it 
into perspective. Austria’s opposition solidified when the EU was deciding on a 
date to open negotiations with Turkey in 2005. Austrian Foreign Minister Ur-
sula Plassnik argued that Croatia should be made a member before Turkey and 
she led the Austrian government’s proposal to hold a referendum about Turkish 
membership. Austria, emerging from the multi-ethnic Austro-Hungarian Empire 
as a nation-state, has struggled between overemphasizing its Catholic character 
and being part of the great German kultur-nation in the interwar period and im-
mediately after World War II.13 Many Austrians, mainly those on the right, view 
Turkish culture as simply not European and invoke the history of the confron-
tation between the Ottoman Empire and Europe. In addition, strong resistance 
against Turkey’s membership has been shaped by the image of Turkish migrant 
worker as being unable to integrate into Austrian society. The mayor of Graz in 
2005 in the heat of the “Turkish question” debates stated that “Graz has always 
been Western Europe’s last bastion against Turkish invasion, and has a long 
history of resistance against Turkey, and today the fight has to be continued.”14 
In contrast to the conservative Catholic groups who defend Christian notions of 
solidarity, the center left and the Greens consider relations with Turkey as an 
opportunity to bridge the gap between the Muslim world and West, and also 
with its Muslim immigrant population. Yet they disapprove of Turkey’s mem-

The Ottoman legacy, although 
short and ephemeral could 
be said to have drawn the 
founders of the modern Turkish 
Republic closer to Hungary 
than any other Central Eastern 
European country
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bership on the grounds of its alleged human rights abuses and lack of progress 
on women’s rights. 

In summary, Central Eastern European EU members, which had historical 
encounters with the Ottoman Empire as a European power, generally have a pos-
itive view of Turkish accession to the EU. This agrees with the analyses of Euro-
barometer data on attitudes towards 
Turkish membership. The more Eu-
ropean citizens view Turkey as his-
torically part of Europe, the less they 
oppose Turkish membership. The op-
ponents of Turkish membership use 
ideational arguments to frame their 
lack of support, in which Turkey is 
perceived in cultural, historical and 
values terms as not part of Europe and continues to be seen as a confrontational 
and an alien empire. Austria is a clear exception in Central Eastern Europe, 
but Austria also does not share many of the features of the new Central Eastern 
European members. Austria, like Germany, has a significant Turkish popula-
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International amateur actors re-enact a scene from the battle for the fortress near the town of Shumen, 
some 350 km (217 miles) east from the Bulgarian capital Sofia. Bulgaria celebrates the anniversary of the 
battle, as part of the liberation struggle against the Ottoman Empire 568 years ago.

Many Austrians, mainly those 
on the right, view Turkish 
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tion, which is absent from any of the Eastern European countries. The Ottoman 
Empire is a distant memory for Hungary and Poland, and thus they have neutral 
or positive associations for its heir, modern Turkey. Austrian references to the 
Ottoman Empire frame the perceptions of modern Turkey and the perceptions of 
Turkey in the EU. In his analysis of the Turkey debate among Austrian stake-
holders, Günay explains how the Turkish question, largely neglected until 2004, 

gained momentum and took central 
stage in the views towards eastern 
enlargement and the start of acces-
sion negotiations with Turkey.15

After surveying the western most 
countries of Central Eastern Europe, 
this assessment will continue with 
those EU member countries that have 
once directly come under Ottoman 

rule in South-eastern Europe. Whether the presence of historical legacy renders 
countries more receptive to the foreign policy of Turkey can be tested in these 
countries more effectively. Bulgaria and Greece will be given special attention 
due to both the existence of the historical legacy condition and the Turkish popu-
lation in their borders. 

Historical Legacies in South-eastern Europe

The institutional and cultural legacies of the Ottomans in South-eastern Europe 
and the Balkans have been investigated from the path dependence approach. 
This approach, favored equally by historians and sociologists, has identified 
historical legacies of empires as the source for current institutional performance 
of successor states. They argue that in contrast to the institutions of the coun-
tries of South-eastern Europe that were under the Ottoman Empire’s influence, 
the Habsburg Empire’s successor states have institutions which perform more 
efficiently in a market economy. However, such path dependence arguments 
lack sound empirical evidence for the continuity between the imperial and mod-
ern-day institutions and also suffer from essentialism; in other words they use 
self-perpetuating clichés and generalizations about the backwardness and ethnic 
violence in the Balkans, and is a process of recasting themselves against its “oth-
ers”. Moreover, the proponents of the path dependence school need to account 
for and make space in their explanations for external shocks, such as warfare, 
economic crises and massive population movements. Furthermore, they may 
need to qualify how recent (20th century) developments did not significantly 
change the direction of institutional development.

Central Eastern European EU 
members, which had historical 
encounters with the Ottoman 
Empire as a European power, 
generally have a positive view 
of Turkish accession to the EU
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Students of Turkish foreign policy have been indulging in a form of path de-
pendence when it comes to its pro-active foreign policy in South-eastern Europe 
and the Balkans. After noting that the Turkish interest in the Balkans is not a 
new phenomenon, Othon Anastasakis 
contends that foreign policy under 
Davutoğlu takes advantage of a geo-
political “window of opportunity” 
and a power vacuum in the region in 
order to exert a more forceful influ-
ence.16 Anastasakis argues that while 
the Turkish foreign policy makers’ 
nostalgia for the Ottoman Balkans as 
a golden age of multi-ethnic co-exis-
tence may be an overreach, the historical justification of Turkish foreign policy 
has its roots in in the Balkan people’s recollections of Ottoman rule as well as in 
Turkish narratives and perceptions of the Balkan people.17

Greece has had the most problematic relations with modern Turkey in terms 
of territorial and cultural identity, Turkey’s relations with its Greek minority and 
Greece’s treatment of its Turkish minority. It is thus where the proactive policy 
stance of Turkey runs into the most problems. The population exchanges follow-
ing World War I and the subsequent forced migrations from Turkey of its Greek 
population remain painful issues for Greece’s public. The unresolved status of 
Cyprus has only made matters worse. Since 1999, however, there has been 
a significant rapprochement between Greece and Turkey, leading to Greece’s 
open support for Turkey’s candidacy, the necessity of which was argued by the 
Greek side on pragmatic grounds. But relations soured quickly thereafter with 
the impasse on Cyprus in 2004. The restitution of property nationalized in the 
first decades of the Republic, including those once guaranteed by the Ottoman 
Empire that belonged to the powerful Patriarchate, is one of the unresolved is-
sues mentioned repeatedly in the Commission’s progress reports on the Turkish 
candidacy in the past decade. 

The Europeanization of the foreign policy attitudes towards Turkey in Greece 
among the elite is evidenced by the public statements of Greek politicians on 
Turkey’s accession progress. Both the New Democracy Party and PASOK have 
commended the positive progress of Turkey up to 2005 and onto 2009. Relations 
between Greece and Turkey improved further when a decree was adopted in 
August 2011 that ordered the return to the Greek Patriarchy and foundations of 
the properties nationalized in 1936. Viewing the progress of democratization as a 
European issue and seeing a Europeanized Turkey as a good and a less dangerous 
neighbor has been noted as a sea change in most analyses of elite opinion. 18

Foreign policy under 
Davutoğlu takes advantage 
of a geopolitical “window of 
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Public opinion surveys on Turkish membership conducted in Greece are few 
and far between. They, nonetheless, shed light on the changes in attitude. An 
analysis of the trends in Eurobarometer surveys conducted between 2005 and 
2010 shows a significant opposition to Turkish membership. In this sense, an ex-
ception was made for Turkey among all of the other enlargement countries in the 

Western Balkans, which the Greek 
public views in positive terms. The 
contrast between support for further 
enlargement in the 2006 and 2008 
surveys, conducted within two years 
of the start of Turkish accession ne-
gotiations, and support for Turkish 
membership is especially stark. The 
survey of 2007 is where enlargement 
questions are repeated but the Turkish 
membership question was skipped, 

while in 2006 and 2008 questions specifically on each future candidate were 
included. In 2006, 71 percent of the Greek public supported enlargement in the 
Western Balkans, while only 24 percent viewed Turkish membership positively. 
In 2008, while 72 percent of the Greek public said yes to further enlargement, 
78 percent opposed Turkish membership.19 When the responses to the questions 
are analyzed, a significant majority of Greeks in 2006 and 2008 viewed Turkey 
as not historically part of Europe (82 percent and 83 respectively). The cultural 
and religious arguments used in Central Eastern Europe for opposition to Turk-
ish membership are not used in Greece, which is a significant difference between 
Eastern and South-eastern European members of the EU. 

Bulgaria for this brief analysis occupies a special place. To reiterate, it is 
hypothesized here that the legacy of the Ottoman Empire and national identity 
formation against the historical “other” is expected to be a significant factor in 
shaping attitudes towards Turkey’s new foreign policy overtures. Köksal ex-
plains that both Turkey and Bulgaria, as nation states that emerged from multi-
ethnic empires, have a tendency to carry previous administrative practices into 
their new administrative structures.20 Bulgaria had come under direct Ottoman 
rule and a Turkish minority continues to exist in Bulgaria and plays a polarizing 
role in past and present Bulgarian politics. 

Bulgaria’s relations with Turkey in the 1980s were hostile due to the mal-
treatment of the Turkish minority by Zhivkov. The anti-Muslim and anti-Turk-
ish sentiments continued into post-communist nationalist politics in Bulgaria, re-
flecting the Ottoman oppression of the Bulgarians in their independence struggle 
in the 19th century. However, relations improved in the late 1990s and early 

The cultural and religious 
arguments used in Central 
Eastern Europe for opposition 
to Turkish membership are 
not used in Greece, which is a 
significant difference between 
Eastern and South-eastern 
European members of the EU
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2000s as a number of bilateral trade and cooperation treaties on soft security 
issues were signed between the two neighbors. 

In terms of the public perceptions of Turkey, Bulgaria can be cast in the 
group of very polarized countries. Public opinion is divided evenly into those 
opposing and those for Turkish membership with a significant group of unde-
cided in between. The Turkish minority, represented by the Hak ve Özgürlükler 
Hareketi, polarizes Bulgarian public opinion, viewed by some as corrupt and 
opportunistic. The important factors are the simultaneity of perceptions of Tur-
key as a trading and security partner, and the dominance of the historical legacy 
of Ottoman Empire as the Bulgarian nation’s “other.” Neo-Ottomanism is per-
ceived by the Bulgarian public not as a unifying force for good and prosperity as 
Turkish policy makers hope, but as a neo-imperialist ambition of Turkey.21 Dur-
ing the Bulgarian national elections 
of 2009, the governing party, GERB 
(Citizens for the Economic Develop-
ment of Bulgaria), gave significant 
support for the progress of Turkey in 
membership preparations and acquis 
adoption, while the candidates from the opposition parties (most specifically 
ATAKA), including the nationalist and far-right parties, ran on a platform of 
“say no to Turkey in the EU,” and advocated putting Turkish membership to 
referendum. 

The 2008 Eurobarometer survey conducted one year after Bulgaria joined 
the EU (the Turkish membership question was again skipped in 2007) revealed 
a significant polarization of the populace on the issue of Turkey’s membership. 
The percentage of supporters was 45 percent, as opposed to 39 percent against. 
When one compares Bulgaria to the other Eastern European members, where 
the average support was 35 percent for Turkish membership, Bulgaria was 4 
percentage points above the average and can be characterized as a positive skep-
tic.22 It should be added here that in the 2008 Eurobarometer survey, the support 
for Turkey’s EU membership turned out to be more popular in some Central 
Eastern European countries than in Turkey itself. While 55 percent of the re-
spondents in Turkey supported Turkish membership, 57 percent of respondents 
in Poland and Slovenia and 64 percent of those in Romania were supportive of 
Turkish membership. 

New Europe and Neo-Ottomanism Juxtaposed

This section, which takes stock of public opinion surveys and the discussions 
about historical legacies as signifiers of attitudes towards a country’s foreign 

In terms of the public 
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policy stance, juxtaposes the new proactive foreign policy of Turkey with how it 
is perceived by the elite and public in the EU members in this region.

Turkey, for the countries that came under the Ottoman domain, remains Eu-
rope’s “other.” Theorists of nationhood in South-eastern Europe and the West-
ern Balkans continue to assess this “other-ness” as a national identity marker. 
The experiences of their confrontation with the Ottoman Empire are prominent 
features of these countries’ historiographies, but the tradition of co-existence 
since the 16th century is just as important. In contrast to the guest worker popula-

tion who reached their third genera-
tion in Western European countries, 
such as in Austria and Germany, the 
Turkish population in countries such 
as Poland and Hungary, is negligible 
in numbers.

While students of nationalism 
claim that Turkey is a useful tool 
for constructing identities in Eastern 
Europe, some foreign policy analysts 

from the region highlight the unique history that binds Turkey to the new mem-
ber countries (for example, in Hungary, Poland, Romania and Bulgaria). The 
bonds, according to these Eastern Europeans, may serve as the bedrock on 
which future relations can be built. The agendas and priorities of Eastern Eu-
ropeans, which will resume the seat of the Council President in the coming five 
years, will have considerable influence on the future of EU enlargement. That 
being said, it is important to remind readers that strategic decisions on enlarge-
ment will still require unanimity in the European Council, thus the presidencies’ 
impact will remain limited.

Balcer and Zalewski claim that the Eastern European members’ interests and 
policies align when it comes to Turkish membership and further enlargement of 
the EU.23 If one surveys the foreign policy stances of individual new members, 
one would see that some of the new members of the EU have approached Turkish 
membership rationally as a geostrategic move to balance against Trans-Atlantic 
rivals in the resource-rich and securitized regions of the world where Turkey 
is located. Other members have evoked its Ottoman past as not “European” or 
“civilized” enough to be a member of the European family of nations.

The rhetoric older EU members use to respond to the challenges of social in-
tegration has also been picked up by some Eastern Europeans against the “non-
assimilating” sections of their populations or against their eastern neighbors that 
are knocking at the door and demanding closer relations with the “exclusive” 
European club. The path dependence arguments are used to explain the variance 

The agendas and priorities  
of Eastern Europeans, which 
will resume the seat of the 
Council President in the 
coming five years, will have 
considerable influence on the 
future of EU enlargement
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in institutional performances, lack of social capital and market institutions in the 
region as well.

As argued above, the historical legacies arguments are mirror images of 
the recent foreign policy of Turkey in rhetoric and goals. It is not claimed that 
these may have an interaction effect, but that the new foreign policy streak 
in Turkey says that it should com-
mand leadership in its wider region 
because the cultural affinities and 
historical legacy of the Ottoman Em-
pire in the Balkans, the Middle East 
and North Africa would make these 
countries more receptive to Turkey’s 
policy overtures. The architect of 
this “proactive policy,”24 Foreign 
Minister Davutoğlu, emphasizes that 
Turkey belongs to both the East and 
the West and has the capacity to lead 
in both. Neo-Ottomanism, coined by 
its discerning observers, not by its architects, could define this new attempt, 
encouraging engagement and a projection of influence recalling Turkey’s multi-
cultural, Muslim and imperial past. Davutoğlu’s policy of “zero problems with 
the neighbors” hopes to place Turkey into a position of influence in the Arab 
world and the Balkans. In his book Strategic Depth Davutoğlu describes his 
policy of engagement as rebuilding ties around the former Ottoman Empire.25 
Davutoğlu also argues that Turkey, thanks to its geographical location, has a 
strategic position which until now it has failed to exploit and that Turkey should 
develop an active engagement in regional political systems in the Middle East, 
the Balkans and Transcaucasia. He gives further clues to his foreign policy 
strategies by suggesting that rather than being a mere “bridge” between the 
West and the Muslim world, a previously repeated mantra of Turkish for-
eign policy makers during much of Republican history, Turkey should act as a 
“central country”, breaking away from a “static and single parameter policy.” 
Instead of a neutral party, it could become a “problem solver” by contributing 
to “global and regional peace.”26 Turkey is a superior amalgam, argued by 
Davutoğlu:

In terms of geography, Turkey occupies a unique space. As a large country in 
the midst of Afro-Eurasia’s vast landmass, it may be defined as a central country 
with multiple regional identities that cannot be reduced to one unified character. 
Like Russia, Germany, Iran, and Egypt, Turkey cannot be explained geographi-

The new foreign policy streak 
in Turkey says that it should 
command leadership in its 

wider region because the 
cultural affinities and historical 
legacy of the Ottoman Empire 

would make these countries 
more receptive to Turkey’s 

policy overtures
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cally or culturally by associating it with one single region. Turkey’s diverse 
regional composition lends it the capability of maneuvering in several regions 
simultaneously; in this sense, it controls an area of influence in its immediate 
environs.27

The advocacy of a change in foreign policy priorities comes, according to 
Kirişci, as part of the three-decade long liberalization of the Turkish domestic 
economy. Turkey has changed course from being a coercive regional power into 
a “trading partner through the use of economic instruments and soft power.”28 
Turkey’s influence has been backed by a rise of a new business culture and new 
elite who sees improving relations with neighbors as creating new markets in 
regions that are under-exploited for Turkish banks, retail chains and private 
schools. 

How is this proactive stance perceived in the region? Austria stands out 
as a fervent opponent of Turkish membership. Both actions by Austria and 
the reactions by Turkey are justified in ideational terms. Turkey has recently 
vetoed the election of Austrian Foreign Affairs Minister, Ursula Plassnik, to 

the office of secretary general of the 
OSCE, creating a strong reaction by 
the Austrian foreign affairs ministry. 
Turkish Foreign Minister Davutoğlu 
explained Turkey’s position along 
these terms: “We have notified not 
only Austria but also Lithuania [the 

rotating president of the OSCE] that it is impossible for us to accept a per-
son who discusses our European identity as the secretary-general of such an 
important international organization.” Foreign Minister Michael Spindelegger 
(of the ÖVP- Austrian People’s Party) warned that Austria will very carefully 
consider which stand to take on Turkey from now on due to the country’s deci-
sion to speak out against Plassnik’s application. To add to this complication, 
Turkey (along with Italy and Portugal) nominated a Turkish diplomat for the 
top OSCE position. The foreign affairs spokesman of the FPÖ, currently the 
largest party in Austria, called for the negotiations on Turkey’s EU candidacy 
to be brought to an end.29 Meanwhile, opinion polls conducted in Austria as 
well as Eurobarometer numbers show that a majority (61 percent) of Austrians 
oppose Turkey’s EU membership. Around 59 percent of the polled citizens said 
the same in May 2009. The OSCE episode demonstrates both the rift between 
the EU members who belong to the international institutions that Turkey has 
an influence on (for example, NATO and the OSCE) and new Turkish foreign 
policy makers.30

In Central Europe Turkish 
membership is viewed 
significantly more favorably 
than in the rest of the EU-27
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According to Eurobarometer surveys in recent years, the European public 
does not seem to question the European-ness of the successor Balkan states.31 
On the question of Croatia’s EU accession, the 2009 survey respondents are 
divided into half. Just over half of the EU-27 (the number of those saying yes 
are higher in new members than in old members) opposes the membership of 
Serbia. Turkey’s membership is likewise supported by more than half of the 
respondents, but the responses vary 
on the country: 64 percent in Central 
and South-eastern Europe support 
Turkey’s membership.32

In Central Europe, therefore, 
Turkish membership is viewed sig-
nificantly more favorably than in the 
rest of the EU-27. When surveyed in 
more detail, the highest support for 
Turkey’s membership is in Poland 
and Romania, then in Slovenia and 
Hungary. A plurality of Bulgarians, Estonians and Lithuanians are also in favor 
of the Turkish entry. A relative majority of Czechs and Latvians are against 
it, but the gap between those for and against is relatively narrow. Amongst the 
countries in the EU-10, only in Slovakia does an outright majority of the popula-
tion oppose Turkish membership. It should be added here that the high support 
for Turkish membership could be a manifestation of high overall support for the 
enlargement project as a whole from countries which have just joined. Support 
for further enlargement is uniformly high amongst new members.

When respondents from EU-27 were asked about certain associate and can-
didate countries’ membership prospects, Turkey comes out as the least popular, 
but not by a large margin (see Fig.1 below). Countries can be placed into two 
groups in terms of popularity: a Northern group and a Southern group. While 
support for membership of Northern European and EFTA countries is uniformly 
high (78- 60 percent), support for the memberships of South-east European 
countries and Ukraine decreases from 2009 to 2010 and does not exceed 40%. 
Ukraine is the most popular country in this second group, while percentage of 
support for Serbian membership comes closest to that of Turkey. The decrease 
in support for the poorer candidate and associate countries may be the result of 
the pessimistic mood in Europe following the financial crisis. The popularity of 
EU enlargement may have clearly suffered as a result of pressures for austerity 
in southern EU members and the lack of generosity towards the less fortunate 
neighbors in the east and south of the continent. This could be evidenced in the 
decrease of support from one year to the next.

The emphasis on “zero 
problems” with Turkey’s 

neighbors and extending 
Turkey’s sphere of influence 

in its neighborhood interacts 
with the policies of Eastern 

European countries in other 
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“Do you favor the For  Against Do Not Know
membership of...?”

Switzerland 75% 16% 9%
 (77%) (13%) (10%)

Norway 74% 17% 9%
 (78%) (12%) (10%)

Iceland 60% 28% 12%
 (71%) (16%) (13%)

Montenegro 36% 48% 16%
 (41%) (41%) (18%)

Ukraine 37% 51% 12%
 (43%) (42%) (15%)

FYR of Macedonia 35% 50% 15%
 (40%) (43%) (17%)

Bosnia and 35% 51% 14%
Herzegovina (40%) (44%) (16%)

Serbia 34% 53% 13%
 (38%) (47%) (15%)

Turkey 30% 59% 11%
 (31%) (55%) (14%)

Fig.1 Support for EU Accession of Other Countries in Comparison to Turkey (Source: Eurobarometer 
Survey 2010 and Eurobarometer Survey 2009. 2009 survey results are printed in parentheses)33

That being said, the emphasis on “zero problems” with Turkey’s neighbors 
and extending Turkey’s sphere of influence in its neighborhood interacts with 
the policies of Eastern European countries in other interesting manners. From 

the Turkish perspective, Balcer and 
Zalewski’s claim, discussed in the 
previous section, could be affirmed 
in that new members may be valu-
able partners, albeit with some reser-
vations. Eastern, Central and South-
eastern Europeans are expected to 
play a leading role in the develop-

ment of EU policies that are of key importance to Turkey. They are proactive 
policy actors within the (newly revised strategy and framework) of the European 
Neighborhood Policy, the Eastern Partnership (Poland in particular), and the 
Black Sea Synergy (Romania in particular). Many of the new member states also 

Ankara could benefit by 
approaching these new 
member countries in Eastern 
Europe strategically, especially 
in terms of relations with Russia
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have improving bilateral ties with the countries from the former Soviet Union, 
especially with Russia and Ukraine. Ankara could benefit by approaching these 
new member countries in Eastern Europe strategically, especially in terms of 
relations with Russia. Through coordinating policies on energy with Poland, and 
realizing the potential for cooperation with Hungary, Slovakia, Romania and 
Bulgaria on security, trade and environmental issues regarding the Black Sea 
Region, Ankara can complement its policy outreach regarding security issues in 
the Caucasus and the frozen conflicts in the Black Sea region.

One could also agree with the observation that the support from Eastern 
European member states in the Council could be a particular valuable asset 
at a time when Turkish accession has come to a stand-still amidst the blocks 
and freezes on negotiating acquis 
chapters. The challenges to its bid 
mounted after Angela Merkel and 
Nicolas Sarkozy replaced Schröder 
and Chirac, whose support Ankara 
could count on. The replacement of 
Sarkozy with François Hollande, the 
leader of the French Socialist Party, 
may or may not improve support for 
Turkish membership in France. One thing that can be asserted with more cer-
tainty is that the changes in Franco-German leadership will not be enough to 
alter the opposition of the political elites of these two countries to Turkey’s 
bid. New members in Eastern Europe, either as a block or piecemeal, may 
join forces with the UK, Spain and Sweden, the countries most favorable in 
the European Council towards Turkey. Eastern European EU members could 
bring their collective weight and enhance their desired assertiveness against the 
Franco-German bloc by arguing that Turkey would be an important security and 
economic asset. Further, they could call on France to respect the principle of 
pacta sunt servanda (against proposals for a “privileged partnership”), and thus 
bear on the debates on the Cypriot question and on the continued isolation of 
Northern Cyprus.

Conclusion

It was the starting claim of this article that the new Turkish foreign policy and 
the foreign policy stances and public opinions in Eastern Europe are mirror im-
ages of one another. The proof of the impact of historical legacies is found to 
some extent in the public opinion polls and elite opinions about Turkey’s mem-
bership to the EU and how these opinions are framed and justified, as this article 

As Eastern European countries 
increase their voice and 
assertiveness in the EU,  

Turkey could benefit from 
such new advocates against its 

opponents in the Council



DENİZ BİNGÖL MCDONALD

118 INSIGHT TURKEY

has tried to show. However, it would be beyond the confines and claims of this 
article to say that there is an interaction effect between these opinions and the 
new foreign policy strategies under Davutoğlu. As Eastern European countries 
increase their voice and assertiveness in the EU, Turkey could benefit from such 
new advocates against its opponents in the Council (vis-à-vis the new voting 
rights rules post Lisbon). Turkey should work to nourish the generally positive 
attitude that these countries have towards Turkey’s membership to the EU.34 
Turkey could approach the new members in other international and European 
organizations. 

It can be said that in Central Eastern Europe a non-essentialist approach to 
the question of Turkish membership, without divorcing itself of historical trajec-
tories and richness of the common narratives, is a necessity. In order to nurture 

such an approach, a “differentiated” 
communication strategy and more 
pro-active cultural relations should 
be taken up by the Turkish govern-
ment in the coming years to appeal 
to the hearts and minds of the public 
and intelligentsia in Europe, particu-
larly in Central Eastern Europe. Be-
yond a communication strategy, the 

onus lies on Turkey to speak to all European stakeholders about what actually 
happens in Turkey in terms of democratization and economic reforms. 

Practicing influence in the wider region should not mean targeting all efforts 
on eastern and southern neighbors as Turkey has so far done. Turkish policy 
makers should make concerted efforts in targeting the foreign policy elite as 
well as public opinion of the countries in the immediate west and north of the 
Ottoman historical territories. More importantly, there is more to be gained by 
a proactive strategy towards East and Central Europe whose publics are mostly 
positive or neutral at worst towards Turkish membership in the EU. Increased 
cooperation with Turkey could deliver positive results on justice and home af-
fairs issues, immigration, energy security and trade, as issues new members of 
the EU in Eastern Europe need to deal with urgency.

This is not to exaggerate the particularity of Turkey, as the results of the 
polls reveal that further enlargement in general finds the strongest support in 
countries that have recently joined, as the strong backing for Ukraine’s potential 
membership in Poland, Hungary and some Baltic countries shows. If Turkish 
accession is judged on its own merits by these countries, it could be mutually 
beneficial for both Turkish foreign policy strategies of late, and for Central East-
ern European countries who are finding their own voice. 

There is more to be gained by 
a proactive strategy towards 
East and Central Europe whose 
publics are mostly positive 
or neutral at worst towards 
Turkish membership in the EU
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