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The adventurist foreign policy of President 

Erdoğan has long been criticized by the 

pundits. No doubt that his reckless and 

unpredictable character has plunged Turkey 

deeper into many foreign policy crises. 

However, putting all the blame on Erdoğan 

for the epic failure in Turkish foreign policy 

is misleading. One must investigate the 

structural and long-lasting problems of the 

Turkish Foreign Ministry to better 

understand the reasons of this failure. 

 

It is widely assumed, both among domestic 

and international audience, that the Turkish 

Foreign Ministry is full of highly capable, 

top-notch diplomats or ambassadors. Thus, 

the crises or failures occur in the Turkish 

foreign policy because Erdogan sidelines 

the Foreign Ministry in the decision-making 

process. 

 

As a former Turkish diplomat, I should say 

that depicting the picture in such a way 

prevents us from making a healthier 

assessment of the Turkish foreign policy 

and its failures and mistakes. Structural 

problems of the Turkish Foreign Ministry 

have made it easier for President Erdoğan to 

derail Turkish foreign policy. 

The primary duty of a diplomat is to 

understand the country where he serves and 

to report the developments back to the 

Ministry. Thus, speaking a local language 

would enormously help diplomats to 

observe and understand the domestic 

politics. Lack of local language prevents 

diplomats to dive into the culture, history, 

and current trends of the country that they 

are supposed to grasp. 

 

With this understanding, the foreign 

ministries of the main countries invest a lot 

in the language education of their 

diplomats. They have their own language 

schools, like the US, and see the language 

education as a long-term investment.  

 

“He wound up being a shepherd for a week 

or two, chasing down stray sheep and living 

with the Bedouin.”  

 

This is a referral to the retired US 

ambassador Ryan Krocker who is defined 

as modern 'Lawrence of Arabia' for his 

remarkable experience in the Middle East 

and beyond. He spent months with the 

Bedouin in desert to improve his Arabic 

besides completing the 20-month program 

https://www.nytimes.com/2007/01/06/world/middleeast/06crocker.html
https://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/washington/2007-09-09-crocker_N.htm
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at the US Foreign Service Institute's Arabic 

School in Tunis.   

 

Speaking a local language does not only 

help diplomats better understand the 

country where they serve, but they also 

receive sympathy in the public. As former 

Foreign Minister of the UK William Hague 

rightly puts it: “The ability to speak, read, 

listen and write in a foreign language is one 

of the fundamental skills of our diplomats. 

Without it they cannot get under the skin of 

a country and really understand its 

people.” 

 

So, to understand where the Turkish 

Foreign Ministry fits in this picture, I have 

gathered information regarding the 

language skills of the current serving 

ambassadors from official websites of the 

Turkish embassies and open sources. (You 

can reach this file here.) 

 

The dataset covers 122 Turkish 

ambassadors currently serving in the 

Turkish embassies. 

 

Out of 122 ambassadors, only 48 of them 

can speak (at least one of) the official 

languages of the countries that they are 

posted to. This figure may seem high, but it 

is misleading. In 39 out of these 48 

countries, the official language is either 

English, French, German, Italian or Spanish 

which are common among corps 

diplomatique. It may seem rather weird to 

question the proficiency of the Turkish 

ambassadors for the above languages, but a 

tweet that went viral proves otherwise. 

However, this is not the subject of this 

article.  

 

The nine countries where ambassadors 

speak comparably rare local languages are 

China, Ukraine, Russia, Sudan, Libya, 

Qatar, Kyrgyzstan, Iran, and the 

Netherlands.  

 

One of the countries among the nine where 

the official language is hard to learn is 

China. There is only one ambassador who 

can speak Chinese, but it is in intermediate 

level, not professional. And much more 

strikingly, this ambassador is not a career 

diplomat but a political appointee. 

 

Turkish ambassadors in Ukraine and Russia 

state that they know Russian, but they do 

not give further information about their 

level. In my research, I have found that the 

ambassador in Russia speaks to an audience 

involving Russians through an interpreter. 

Also, close examination of this footage 

reveals that the ambassador listens to Putin 

via an interpreter during the ceremony when 

he presented his letter of credence. Thus, we 

can conclude that the Turkish ambassador 

in Russia cannot speak Russian with 

professional proficiency. On the other hand, 

Turkish ambassador in Ukraine seems to 

speak Russian at the professional level. 

 

Ambassador in Iran is fluent in Persian, but 

he is a political appointee not a career 

diplomat. He is a Professor in Persian 

language and literature. It is more dramatic 

that there are only three Persian speaking 

ambassadors out of 122, all of whom are 

political appointees. 

 

Ambassadors in Qatar, Sudan, Libya state 

in their resumes that they can speak Arabic. 

Though two of them are not at the 

professional level (Sudan and Libya). 

Again, all these three ambassadors are 

political appointees. It is shocking to see 

that there is not any single career 

ambassador in the Turkish Foreign Service 

who can speak Arabic even at the 

elementary level. 

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2013/nov/26/languages-diplomacy-national-security-livechat#:~:text=At%20the%20reopening%20of%20the,and%20really%20understand%20its%20people.%22
https://documentcloud.adobe.com/link/review?uri=urn:aaid:scds:US:e35da945-c267-4fe0-91f4-ec6585bad8cf
https://twitter.com/dincerica/status/1223993556383256578
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=2309539619135119
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=234329190963362
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=234329190963362
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When we examine the dataset more closely, 

we see that there are no ambassadors in the 

list who can speak the following languages 

among others: Japanese, Korean, Urdu, 

Pashtun, no local languages spoken in the 

Sub-Saharan Africa, Portuguese, Greek, 

Armenian, Hebrew. Yes, you did not read it 

wrongly, there are no Turkish ambassadors 

among those 122 who can speak Greek, 

Armenian or Hebrew. 

 

As stated above, the dataset covers only 

currently serving 122 ambassadors. But 

thanks to my professional experience at the 

Turkish Foreign Ministry for six years, I 

state without doubt that this dataset depicts 

truly the general language skills of the 

Turkish Foreign Ministry. 

 

What this dataset tells us is that the 

language skills of the diplomatic cadre of 

the Turkish Foreign Ministry are nowhere 

near to the satisfactory level to understand 

even its close neighbors for centuries. It is a 

shame for the Turkish Foreign Ministry that 

it cannot post a Greek speaking ambassador 

to Greece, an Arabic speaking ambassador 

to Iraq or a Russian speaking ambassador to 

Russia. Although Turkey boasts about the 

wide network of its diplomatic posts, the 

language skills of its diplomats is 

staggeringly insufficient compared to the 

UK, the US, Germany, France, and Russia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This dataset also shows us that contrary to 

the criticisms from retired ambassadors, 

politically appointed ambassadors have 

significantly contributed to the diversity in 

the Turkish Foreign Ministry with their 

language skills. 

 

Although President Erdoğan has been 

responsible for many failures of the Turkish 

foreign policy so far, putting all the blame 

on Erdogan is too simplistic. It should also 

be noted that the Turkish Foreign Ministry 

is not capable enough to draw a thorough 

picture of the current trends in international 

politics.   

 


