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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

The emergence of the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) in 2014 

along with its claim to be an Islamic State has exposed greater threat to the 

international community. The Arabic word for ISIL, ad-Dawlah al-Islāmiyah fī 'l-

ʿIrāq wa-sh-Shām ( ماشلاو قارعلا يف ةیمالسإلا ةلودلا ), accurately represents the group’s 

goal to restore an Islamic state or caliphate in the entire area of the Levant (al-Sham), 

which covers not just Syria but the region started from southern Turkey, Lebanon, 

Israel, the Palestinian territories, Jordan, all the way to Egypt.1 In the wake of 2014, 

ISIL captured key cities in the Western Iraq along with Mosul, from the hands of 

the government. By 2015, it has captured eastern part of Syria, establishing a cross 

border caliphate and claim to have authority of all Muslim in this world. 2 

ISIL is responsible to many terrorism attacks for the past several years. As 

counted by the CNN, in a span of two years since declaring its caliphate, ISIL have 

conducted at least 143 attacks in 29 countries, killing more than two thousands of 

innocent lives, excluding the attacks in Iraq and Syria.3 The number of attacks and 

 
1 Tom Kent, “Is It ISIL or ISIS in Iraq?” The Associated Press: The Definitive Source, 

(June 17, 2014), https://blog.ap.org/announcements/is-it-isil-or-isis-in-iraq (accessed February 26, 
2019). 

2 BBC News, “Islamic State and the Crisis in Iraq and Syria in Maps,” BBC News, 
(March 28, 2018), https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-27838034 (accessed February 
26, 2019) 

3 Tim Lister, “ISIS: 143 Attacks in 29 Countries Have Killed 2,043,” CNN, (February 12, 
2018), https://edition.cnn.com/2015/12/17/world/mapping-isis-attacks-around-the-
world/index.html (accessed February 25, 2019). 
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victims are growing each day, posing threat not just to the surrounding countries 

but to the whole world. 

Despite last year’s major defeat of ISIL over the city of Mosul by the Iraqi 

Army, and other territories by the United States and its allies, leaving them with no 

territorial control, they still pose the same threat today.4 More than 70,000 jihadist 

fighters have been killed over the years, but currently their members are believed 

to have melted back to the population all over world, hiding themselves to wait for 

the perfect time to rebound, meanwhile also increasing its encouragement for 

worldwide recruits to conduct terror attacks in their respective countries, especially 

during holidays.5 

All countries in the world supposedly will act against it, including its 

neighbour, Turkey. Geographically speaking, Turkey is very strategic to combat 

ISIL. First, the southern part of Turkey directly borders both Iraq for 367 km and 

Syria for 899 km.6 Secondly, Turkey is a transcontinental country, located in both 

Southeast Europe and Southwestern Asia.7 In 2016, Turkey has opened Yavuz 

Sultan Selim Bridge, its third suspension bridge and one of the world’s biggest 

 
4 Rukmini Callimachi, “Fight to Retake Last ISIS Territory Begins,” The New York 

Times, (September 11, 2018), https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/11/world/middleeast/isis-
syria.html (accessed February 26, 2019). 

5 Lucas Tomlinson, “ISIS Has Lost 98 Percent of Its Territory—Mostly since Trump 
Took Office, Officials Say,” Fox News, (December 26, 2017), 
https://www.foxnews.com/politics/isis-has-lost-98-percent-of-its-territory-mostly-since-trump-
took-office-officials-say (accessed February 26, 2019). 

6 The World Factbook, “Middle East: Turkey,” Central Intelligence Agency, (2019), 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/tu.html (accessed February 2, 
2019). 

7 Ibid. 
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suspension bridges, that creates new link across Bosporus Strait, connecting Asia 

and Europe.8 

Turkey also has fallen victim to these ISIL terror attacks. Several highlights 

of the attacks in the country from the highest death rate are the 2015 Ankara 

bombings killing over 100 people;9 2016 Istanbul’s Ataturk airport attacks resulted 

in 41 deaths;10 and recently on the first day of 2017 a terror attack took place in an 

Istanbul nightclub, killing at least 39 people.11 

In 2015, Turkey has joined the US anti-ISIS coalition at the NATO 

Summit.12 It also has done several measures to fight against the ISIL, in response 

to the attacks in their territory, including airstrikes, opening its military bases to be 

used by the anti-ISIS coalition to launch attacks, and also established no-fly zone 

on its borders.13 In 2016, Turkish ground forces attacked 500 ISIL positions and 

 
8 Keely Lockhart, “Turkey Opens 'World's Widest' Suspension Bridge Linking Asia to 

Europe,” The Telegraph, (August 27, 2016), 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/08/27/turkey-opens-worlds-widest-suspension-bridge-
linking-asia-to-eur/ (accessed February 25, 2019), 

9 Constanze Letsch and Nadia Khomami, “Turkey Terror Attack: Mourning after Scores 
Killed in Ankara Blasts,” The Guardian, (October 11, 2015), 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/oct/10/turkey-suicide-bomb-killed-in-ankara (accessed 
February 25, 2019). 

10 BBC News, “Istanbul Ataturk airport attack: 41 dead and more than 230 hurt,” BBC 
News, (June 29, 2016), https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-36658187 (accessed November 
1, 2019). 

11 Burcu Arik, “39 Killed in Terror Attack at Istanbul Nightclub,” Anadolu Agency, 
(January 1, 2017), http://aa.com.tr/en/turkey/39-killed-in-terror-attack-at-istanbul-
nightclub/717919 (accessed November 1, 2019). 

12 Denver Nicks, “US Presses for Anti-ISIS Coalition at NATO Summit,” TIME, 
(September 05, 2014), http://time.com/3273185/isis-us-nato/ (accessed February 26, 2019). 

13 Hurriyet Daily News, “Turkish Airstrikes Target ISIL in Syria,” Hurriyet Daily News, 
(July 25, 2015), http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkish-airstrikes-target-isil-in-syria-85853 
(accessed February 25, 2019). 
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killed 200 fighters in Iraq and Syria, as a response to suicide bombings that killed 

12 people in Istanbul, which most of the victims were foreigners.14 

The United States stated that it has defeated ISIL in December 2018 and 

will gradually pull out its troops, handing over the rest of the fight to Turkey.15 

Which after further discussion, the U.S. administration officials stated that the time 

frame of the withdrawal will take place slowly, starting from the north-eastern Syria, 

while ensuring that Turkey is keeping its promise not to attack its ally, Kurdish 

People’s Protection Units (YPG) in Syria.16 Turkey gladly responded to the new 

job of fighting against ISIL. It is not a disastrous idea to have the second-largest 

military country in NATO to be in charge of fighting ISIL in Syria, moreover, it 

has made commitments to see the end of the ISIL.17 

However, the Turkish government’s actions have raised some doubts on 

whose side it stands. One of their contradicting actions that have been noted is its 

focus on fighting against the YPG Kurds, insisting that YPG is a terrorist group that 

has caused great insecurity within its national borders, it repeatedly condemned the 

US military relationship with the group.18  

 
14 Al Jazeera, “Turkish Army Shells ISIL in Response to Istanbul Blast,” Al Jazeera, 

(January 14, 2016), https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/01/turkish-army-shells-isil-response-
istanbul-blast-160114133329415.html (accessed February 26, 2019). 

15 Hermesauto, “Turkey Says It Will Take over Fight against ISIS after US Pull-out,” The 
Straits Times, (December 22, 2018), https://www.straitstimes.com/world/middle-east/turkey-says-
it-will-take-over-fight-against-isis-after-us-pull-out (accessed February 25, 2019). 

16 Delil Souleiman, “No Syria Withdrawal without Commitment from Turkey, Bolton 
Says,” NBCNews, (January 6, 2019), https://www.nbcnews.com/news/mideast/no-syria-
withdrawal-without-commitment-turkey-bolton-says-n955181 (accessed February 26, 2019). 

17 Rozina Sabur and Agence France-Presse, “Trump Says Erdogan Will 'eradicate' Isil in 
Syria and Praises the Turkish Leader as 'a Man Who Can Do It',” The Telegraph, (December 24, 
2018), https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/12/24/trump-says-erdogan-will-finish-isil-syria-
praises-turkish-leader/ (accessed February 26, 2019). 

18 Haretz, “Erdogan Calls Kurdish Fight against ISIS 'huge Lie' - Hours after Deadly ISIS 
Bombing on Kurdish Base,” Haaretz, (January 8, 2019), https://www.haaretz.com/middle-east-
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All these years, as described above, Turkey has stated its willingness to fight 

against ISIL but their actions have wavered the trust of many. If Turkey is clearly 

against ISIL, why there are constant shifts on its actions by showing some supports 

and assistances for the group. Because actions speak louder than words, Turkey’s 

position can be judged better by looking at what they do rather than what they say 

in terms of fighting ISIL. 

Considering the present and future threat of ISIL is still growing, Turkey’s 

capacity and willingness to counter these terrorist threats and to eradicate the 

group’s activities within its borders are critical to the global security. Therefore, it 

is imperative to affirm where does Turkey stand on its relations towards ISIL, 

especially by highlighting the efforts of Turkey on dealing with ISIL, as their 

actions will represent their real interests and position. This research argues that 

there are two options regarding the role and position of Turkey towards ISIL. First, 

considering Turkey sees and treats ISIL as an adversary, and second, considering 

Turkey sees and treats ISIL as an ally. These two arguments will be further 

elaborated and discussed on the analysis on chapter four of this research, to see 

which argument is best suited to explain Turkey’s position in its relations with ISIL. 

 

1.2 Research Question 

Based on the conditions explained above, the author suggests the following 

research question, “Where does Turkey stand on its relation towards the Islamic 

 
news/turkey/erdogan-calls-kurdish-fight-against-isis-huge-lie-hours-after-isis-attack-on-ypg-
1.6823229 (accessed February 24, 2019). 
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State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL)?” This research will focus on events that happen 

from the first declaration of the caliphate up to the time this research started which 

is August 2019. 

 

1.3 Research Objective 

The objective of the research is identify the position of Turkey towards the 

Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), are they in favour or not, as it will be 

shown through the efforts that have been made by the Turkish government in 

dealing with (ISIL), which covers the passive and active assistance to ISIL 

operations and the measures to combat ISIL, since Turkey’s position will influence 

the international security as well as determine the future of global counterterrorism 

efforts. 

 

1.4 Research Contribution 

The research will provide an insight on how a country’s position towards a 

terrorist organization will affect its actions and inactions, as this proposal will be 

analysing what are Turkey’s actions so far, discussing whether it aligns with its 

claim to see the end of ISIL. It will also analyse the interests pursued in the conduct 

of its bilateral and multilateral relations. This research topic is one of the most 

significant topic, as the topic not only focus on a national and regional security, but 

on the global security drawing the concern of the ISIL terrorist attacks. Moreover, 

this topic also beneficial for the government references in its efforts of 

counterterrorism strategy to eradicate ISIL fighters in their own countries. 
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This topic also aims to enrich the public knowledge regarding the position 

of Turkey on the issue of ISIL, in which is seen to have not been consistent with its 

claim. In addition, this topic will also enrich the knowledge in social science, 

especially in international relations fields. Thus, it is anticipated that this project 

will be beneficial, not only among the students of social sciences, but also among 

the general public.  

 

1.5 Thesis Organization 

The first chapter, which is the introduction, provides an overview on the 

thesis content, which will include the background of the thesis’ topic, the research 

question which this thesis aims to answer and the contribution of this research. 

The second chapter, which is the literature and theoretical review, compares 

and summarize the previous scholarly studies or literature works on the Turkey’s 

domestic and foreign policies after the 9/11, especially in the Middle East and in 

regards to terrorism itself. Further, this chapter also elaborates on the international 

relations grand theory and concepts used as the foundation and framework to 

analyse the evidences of Turkey’s stance on its relations with ISIL.  

The third chapter, which is the methodology, provides thorough explanation 

on the research approach, method, and data collection technique used in gathering 

the essential data and information. This chapter also explains the data analysis 

technique used in analysing the collected data in order to build the conclusion and 

answer the research question of the thesis. 
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The fourth chapter, which is the discussion, is the highlight of this thesis, as 

this chapter explores on two arguments by presenting and analysing on all relevant 

data collected as the evidences of Turkey’s behaviour on its relations with ISIL in 

a systematic way build upon the flow of the theoretical review. The result of the 

analysis is used to shape the conclusion of this thesis, where the research question 

will be answered. 

The fifth chapter, which is the conclusion and recommendations, 

summarizes the analysis from the previous chapter and gives conclusion that 

address the research question of this thesis. This chapter also lists out the 

recommendation for future studies and recommendations that Turkey can adopt to 

further pursue its national interests and enhance its foreign policy goals.


