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On the occasion of the centenary of the Republic of Turkey, President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
unveiled his vision for Turkey’s second century, termed the “Century of Tiirkiye.” ' Erdogan’s
political vision outlines the principles and objectives that will define Turkey’s role not only as a
regional actor but also as an emerging global power. His long-term roadmap aims to position
Turkey as a country capable of addressing international security challenges, providing
humanitarian assistance, mediating conflicts, and advocating for reforms in international

organizations such as the United Nations.
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Erdogan envisions Turkey as both a strong regional actor and an influential global player.
Although some observers interpreted the “Century of Tiirkiye” document as an electoral strategy,
it in fact presents a comprehensive framework intended to shape Tiirkiye’s future trajectory and
consolidate what has been described as the “Tiirkiye Axis.” Within this broader vision, Africa
emerges as a central component of Tiirkiye’s expanding diplomatic and geopolitical

engagement.?

Over the past two decades, and under Erdogan’s leadership, Tiirkiye has pursued a foreign policy
designed to enhance its strategic autonomy, strengthen relations with both Turkic and Muslim-
majority states, and assume a leadership role at the regional level. The country has undergone a
transformation in its domestic political structure aimed at ending the so-called “bureaucratic-
military guardianship.” 3 Simultaneously, Ankara has sought to diversify its international
partnerships and elevate its status within the global system, as demonstrated by its efforts to
deepen engagement with non-Western organizations such as the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization. * Within this framework, African engagement represents one of the most notable

areas of achievement under the AKP.
The AKP’s Africa Strategy

Turkey’s interest in expanding its influence in Africa dates back to the 1960s. Following
decolonization, Turkey was among the first states to recognize African countries from the mid-
1950s onward. Another major turning point was the 1974 military intervention in Cyprus and the
subsequent U.S. arms embargo, which forced Turkey to reassess its geopolitical priorities and

search for new markets and alternatives beyond the West.
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The drivers that compelled Turkey to deepen its engagement in Africa during that period remain
largely relevant today. In 1978, Prime Minister Ecevit opened embassies in Somalia and
Tanzania, but the 1980 military coup halted this momentum. Under Prime Minister Ozal in the
1980s, Turkey embraced an outward-looking foreign policy focused on expanding investment.
Ozal revived imperial historical memory, positioning Central Asia, the Balkans, the Caucasus,

and Africa—regions connected to the Ottoman legacy—as priority areas of Turkish foreign

policy.

By the 1990s, Pan-Islamism emerged as a significant ideological force underpinning Turkish
involvement in Africa. Necmettin Erbakan, considered the political mentor of Erdogan,
envisioned uniting Muslim-majority countries from Mogadishu to Bangladesh. This Islamic
orientation shaped Turkey’s outreach to both the Middle East and Africa. > A renewed push
toward Africa began in 1998 with Foreign Minister Ismail Cem’s “Opening to Africa Action
Plan,” which underscored Turkey’s ambitions to expand cooperation in trade and military

training. ¢

However, Turkey’s opening to Africa gained real momentum only in 2005, when Ankara
officially declared it the “Year of Africa.” This national strategy had long been interrupted by
domestic instability, coups, severe economic crises, and a lack of political vision concerning
Africa’s rising economic, military, and strategic importance. Each economic downturn generated
domestic pressure and skepticism regarding Turkey’s Africa policy. These constraints persisted

until the Erdogan era.

Since 2003, Turkey’s engagement in Africa has evolved systematically under Erdogan’s
assertive leadership. A pragmatic realist, Erdogan combines tactical flexibility with a strong

understanding of Ottoman history and Turkey’s contemporary geopolitical position. For the AKP,
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the Ottoman past functions as a source of strategic insight, guiding Turkish domestic and foreign
policies. With Ottomanism—a national ideology promoting deeper engagement with territories
once connected to the Ottoman Empire—gaining prominence, Africa has become a focal point in

building the “Tiirkiye Axis.”

Turkey’s relationship especially with Sub-Saharan Africa has undergone a profound
transformation over the past two decades, evolving from peripheral contact into a strategic,
multi-dimensional partnership. The declaration of 2005 as the “Year of Africa” marked the
beginning of an ambitious initiative that significantly expanded Turkey’s diplomatic, economic,
and cultural presence on the continent. 7 Africa now occupies a pivotal position in Ankara’s

broader aspiration to build the “Tiirkiye Axis.”

Turkey has adopted a “win-win” partnership model that emphasizes mutual trust, institutional
cooperation, and shared development goals. Ankara’s Africa strategy—while still incorporating
humanitarian assistance and development cooperation—has shifted increasingly toward hard-
power projection, exemplified by the establishment of the TURKSOM military base in Somalia,
Turkey’s involvement in Libya and Syria, and extensive drone sales across the continent.

Military interventions in support of allied governments further illustrate this trajectory.

By integrating hard and soft power tools, Turkey creates multi-layered engagement strategies
that enhance its leverage. Through frequent presidential visits, the opening of new embassies,
and participation in multilateral platforms, Ankara presents itself as a proactive and independent
actor pursuing multidirectional diplomacy. Africa offers Turkey an arena to assert strategic

autonomy, diversify partnerships, and counterbalance Western influence.

Economic expansion is a cornerstone of Turkey’s Africa policy. Since the early 2000s, trade

volumes have increased substantially, Turkish companies have expanded operations in
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construction, energy, and infrastructure sectors, and Ankara has promoted exports of advanced
military technologies, particularly drones and armored vehicles. 8 Arms sales have become both
a revenue source and a foreign policy tool, strengthening bilateral ties and supporting Turkey’s
broader global objectives. Africa’s rapidly growing markets also provide opportunities for
diversification amid domestic economic pressures and global competition. ° By offering
infrastructure, manufacturing, and defense cooperation framed as partnerships of equals,

Turkey differentiates itself from former colonial powers.
Ideological and Soft-Power Dimensions

Turkey’s engagement in Africa also relies on religious and cultural diplomacy. State institutions
such as the Turkish Cooperation and Coordination Agency (TIKA), the Maarif Foundation, and
the Presidency of Religious Affairs (Diyanet) promote education, humanitarian programs, and
religious outreach. Through the construction of mosques, hospitals, and schools, Turkey
strengthens soft-power ties grounded in shared Islamic identity and solidarity with Muslim-

majority African states. '

Arms sales sometimes intersect with ideological and soft-power objectives. For example, the sale
of TB2 drones to Ethiopia in 2021 allegedly was accompanied by the closure of ten Giilen-
affiliated schools and their transfer to the Maarif Foundation, demonstrating how defense

cooperation advances multiple dimensions of Turkish policy. !

Turkey has also increased its participation in peacekeeping and international missions in Africa.
Since 2016, Turkish personnel have served in UN operations in Mali and the Central African
Republic. These deployments strengthen Turkey’s international profile, signal its commitment to
African security, and provide military experience while deepening institutional ties with African

militaries.
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Turkey has developed comprehensive defense cooperation frameworks across the continent,
including military training, police cooperation, joint exercises, and defense industrial
partnerships. Training occurs both in Turkey—such as through the Gendarmerie and Coast
Guard Academy—and in African countries via mobile training teams. As of 2023, Turkey had
concluded military, security, and defense agreements with more than twenty-five African states,

forming a robust institutional foundation for security cooperation.'?
Concluding Remarks

Turkey’s goals in Africa reflect its broader ambition to redefine its identity and role within the
wider Afro-Eurasian geopolitical landscape. The continent provides a platform for asserting
autonomy, gaining prestige, and projecting influence across regions historically linked to the
Ottoman Empire and beyond. Africa is central to the realization of Turkey’s evolving power—
economic, military, and ideological—framed within a narrative of national destiny, leadership,

and great-power resurgence.

As a NATO member with the alliance’s second-largest army, Turkey’s long-term strategy—

3 another major actor in Africa—should draw attention in

particularly as it pivots toward China, *
the United States. Washington must reassess its Africa strategy and consider implications for
global counterterrorism efforts, especially in light of Turkey’s complex relations with Hamas, its

competitive yet cooperative ties with Iran, and the broader consequences for regional stability.
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