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Abstract: This article examines the relation of foreign policy decisions, specifically the Africa Opening Policies, to
international scholarship programs and student mobility from Africa to Tirkiye. The background of Tirkiye’s African policy
is discussed, along with policies made by different governments. The article evaluates student exchanges and scholarships in
bilateral agreements and regional cooperation between Tiirkiye and African countries. The central question is how foreign
policymaking, specifically the openings in Tirkiye’s African policy, had an effect on international student mobility to Turkiye.
To answer this question, the article uses international scholarship programs as an instrument in Turkish foreign policy in
the context of the Africa Opening Policies as a single case study, which is designed to provide an in-depth understanding
and contextualization of scholarship programs within foreign policymaking. Examining the policy documents from relevant
institutions such as the Council of Higher Education, the Ministry of National Education, and the Presidency of Turks Abroad
and Related Communities, the study uses process tracing methodology to show that foreign policy openings and desired
relations with a particular country or region affect the design and priorities of international higher education programs. Thus,
the article explores foreign policymaking as the driving factor in developing international student mobility in Turkiye.

Keywords: Foreign policymaking, Turkish foreign policy, Tirkiye-Africa relations, Tirkiye Scholarships program, International
student mobility, international higher education
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Ozet: Bu makale, dis politika kararlarinin, o6zellikle de Afrika Agilim Politikalarinin, uluslararasi burs programlari ve Afrika'dan
Tirkiye'ye 6grenci hareketliligi tizerindeki etkisini incelemektedir. Tirkiye'nin Afrika politikasinin arka plani, farkli hiikimetler
tarafindan yapilan politikalarla birlikte ele alinmaktadir. Makale, Tiirkiye ile Afrika tlkeleri arasindaki ikili anlagmalar ve bolgesel
isbirlikleri kapsamindaki 6grenci degisimleri ve burslari degerlendirmektedir. Temel soru, dis politika yapiminin, daha 6zel olarak
Tiirkiye'nin Afrika politikasindaki agilimlarinin, Tlrkiye'deki uluslararasi 6grenci hareketliligi tizerinde nasil etkili oldugudur. Bu
soruyu cevaplamak igin makale, Afrika Acilim Politikalari baglaminda Tiirk dis politikasinda bir arag olarak uluslararasi burs
programlarini tekil vaka analizi olarak kullanmistir ve dis politika yapiminda burs programlarinin derinlemesine anlasiimasini ve
baglamsallastiriimasini saglamak tzere tasarlanmistir. Yiksekogretim Kurulu, Milli Egitim Bakanhgi ve Yurtdisi Turkler ve Akraba
Topluluklar Baskanhg gibi ilgili kurumlarin politika belgelerini inceleyen ¢alisma, dis politika agilimlarinin ve belirli bir tlke veya
bolge ile arzu edilen iliskilerin uluslararasi yliksekogretim programlarinin tasarimini ve onceliklerini etkiledigini gostermek igin
slireg izleme metodolojisini kullanmaktadir. Béylece makale, Tiirkiye'de uluslararasi 6grenci hareketliliginin gelistirilmesinde dis
politika yapiminin itici faktor oldugunu géstermektedir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Dis politika yapimi, Turk dis politikasi, Turkiye-Afrika iligkileri, Turkiye Burslar programi, Uluslararasi
ogrenci hareketliligi, Uluslararasi yiiksekogretim
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1. Introduction provide them with the chance to study abroad. The ex-

Government policies significantly influence shaping pected benefits of international student mobility and
programs for international student mobility. Policies the objectives of scholarship programs offered to inter-
implemented and incentives offered entice students and national students overlap considerably; therefore, given
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the abundance of studies on the objectives of scholarship
programs, these objectives can be examined through
scholarships. While international scholarship programs
have emerged as one of the most important tools gov-
ernments use in their public diplomacy and international
relations initiatives (Eide, 1970; Fischer, 1972), they have
also played a crucial part in the efforts of governments
to promote economic development and alleviate poverty
in the context of these policies (Dassin et al., 2018). In
addition to fostering stronger diplomatic and economic
ties between governments and improving the caliber of
a country’s educational institutions (Boeren, 2018), in-
ternational scholarship programs enable dissemination
of technical knowledge and experience (Baxter, 2018),
acquiring students a new language, international expe-
rience and familiarity with different cultures (Jackson,
2008; Childress, 2009), as well as expanding diplomatic
sympathy, fostering peace and mutual understanding,
and supporting national security and stability (Chank-
seliani, 2018; de Wit, 2002). Government policies, which
produce an array of incentives and opportunities to
promote international connections and educational ex-
change, serve as the main organizing principle for inter-
national student mobility programs. In Tirkiye’s experi-
ence with these programs, this array has been neglected.

Turkish foreign policymakers have employed various in-
struments in developing bilateral relations with African
countries since their independence. Providing scholar-
ships for higher education to African students has played
a pivotal role in establishing enduring relationships. In
the 1980s, the enrollment of African students in Turkish
higher education institutions stood at approximately 200
individuals, a figure that experienced a tenfold increase
by 2010. However, as part of its newly adopted policy
aimed at further enhancing its connections with African
countries, Tirkiye significantly augmented the number
of African students studying in its higher education insti-
tutions, with the figure standing at approximately 60,000
as of 2023. This article delves into the significance of in-
ternational higher education programs within the con-
text of Turkish foreign policymaking, examining their
instrumental role in facilitating the remarkable surge in
the number of African students, and reveals the role of
foreign policymaking as the driving factor in interna-
tional student mobility in Tirkiye.

Tiirkiye has implemented bilateral, multilateral, and
unilateral scholarship programs in different periods, in
line with the country’s foreign policy objectives and ca-
pacity. These pioneering international scholarship pro-
grams were introduced through bilateral agreements
and multilateral programs in the first period between the
1960s through 1990 (Erken, 2015; Yesilbursa, 2009). The
Great Student Project (Biiyiik Ogrenci Projesi, BOP) por-
trays the second phase, which was a regionally focused
scholarship program targeting the students from kinship

communities of the former Soviet-dominated regions
and implemented between 1992-2011 (Yarman Vural &
Alkan, 2009). The third phase began with the introduc-
tion of the global scholarship program, Tirkiye Schol-
arships, in 2012. The Turkish government unilaterally
designed, financed and governed these two scholarship
programs. Tirkiye also continued to honor bilateral and
multilateral agreements.

The presence of international students in Tirkiye in-
creased through unilateral scholarship programs in 1992
and 2012, BOP and Tiirkiye Scholarship programs, re-
spectively. Before these programs, international students
were limited in number at Turkish universities.! With
the BOP in 1992, Turkish higher education system ex-
perienced an inflow of students sponsored by the Turk-
ish government. However, the number of international
students in the country in the pre-Tiirkiye Scholarship
program period remained below twenty-six thousand;
half of it was under the government scholarship program
(YTB, 2014). As the BOP focused regionally on the for-
mer Soviet-dominated regions, the number of African
students was minimal during this period. The Tiurkiye
Scholarships program, introduced later, dramatically in-
creased international and African students in Tirkiye.
The number of publicly funded international students
did not change under the Tiirkiye Scholarship program.
However, the change in the policy to expand the program
globally in line with foreign policy, detailed planning and
a widely run campaign that helped to attract internation-
al students to the Turkish higher education system, as
discussed later in this article.

Tiirkiye has been near the top of the list of countries host-
ing the highest number of international students in its
higher education institutions over the last ten years.” Nev-
ertheless, there are not enough studies analyzing the rela-
tionship between foreign policy making and the develop-
ment of international student programs in Tiirkiye. As in
afew cases referred to in this article, scholarship programs
are analyzed mainly within the framework of their con-
tribution to public diplomacy. Stating that international
education is a pillar of Tirkiye’s foreign policy, especially
towards the Sub-Saharan Africa region, Djamanca (2018)
evaluates Tirkiye Scholarships as a cultural diplomacy
program Tiirkiye implemented to exercise soft power and
to improve its image. Although the study focuses on the
role of scholarship programs and international education
in understanding international cooperation, it presents
a limited approach to the dynamics of Tiirkiye’s foreign
policy towards sub-Saharan Africa due to its analytical
framework around the concept of soft power.

Another study conducted by Unal (2019) of Kyrgyzstan
graduates from Turkish universities, focuses on the suc-
cess of internationalization in higher education for build-
ing public diplomacy capacity through Turkish alums in

! The examinations of documents regarding treaties with partner states reveal the limited quotas spared for international students. Other means for international students to be
hosted at Turkish universities are unknown for the period. For the official numbers kept after 1982 see Figure I.

2 According to the data compiled from UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2023) and YOK Higher Education Information System (2023). On the other hand, considering the most
current statistics compiled by YOK, YOK President Ozvar stated that Tiirkiye is one of the top ten host countries of international students (Kasap, 2022).

@ Universite Arastirmalari Dergisi / Journal of University Research 2023; 6(4)



Hacer Atabas, Mehmet Kose

©

the public sector and politics. Unal evaluated scholarship
programs and internationalization in higher education
as a public diplomacy tool that supports Tiirkiye’s foreign
policy. However, this analytical framework considering
scholarship programs as a public diplomacy tool to bring
up societal leaders and training elites, leads to a narrow
understanding of the scholarship programs.

Although different studies examine whether the selected
foreign policy targets to be achieved through international
student mobility (Kelkitli, 2021; Mohammed, 2017) or in-
clude the evaluation of the program through the problems
experienced by the students (Simsek, 2022; Baydemir,
2020), they remain very limited in revealing the foreign
policy targets by examining the process of the policymak-
ing. An article by Aydinli and Mathews (2021) evaluate the
implementation of internationalization by analyzing the
strategy document for Tiirkiye’s internationalization pol-
icy in higher education in connection to its foreign policy
goals. They argue that the internationalization strategy,
which is a means of improving status in the global political
arena, can be interpreted as a “status inconsistency” due
to the mismatch between policy objectives and actual ca-
pacity. As discussed below, student mobility and academ-
ic engagements have been part of Tiirkiye’s bilateral and
multilateral relations, proving that governments set the vi-
sion for higher education institutions within their foreign
policy concept. Gokhan Cetinsaya, a former president of
the Council of Higher Education (YOK), also argues that
the internationalization of higher education shall align
with the foreign policy objectives (2014). Whereas YOK
and universities are responsible for implementing the
policy and the capacity-building for internationalization,
the article by Aydinli and Mathews reveals that the high-
er education council and universities have not been able
to develop capacities consistent with the aimed status.
Nevertheless, the deficiencies in the capacity of these in-
stitutions cannot be connected to the deficiencies in the
foreign policy capacity.

In order to fill the gap, this article analyzes how foreign
policy decisions, particularly Africa Opening Policies,
have led the international scholarship programs and in-
creased student mobility from Africa to Tiirkiye. To this
end, the background of Tiirkiye’s African policy and the
policies made by different governments are discussed.
Then, student exchanges and scholarships are evaluat-
ed in bilateral agreements and regional cooperation be-
tween Tirkiye and African countries. While analyzing
these issues, how foreign policymaking precipitates the
internationalization of higher education, specifically how
the openings in Tiirkiye’s African policy relate to student
mobility from Africa, becomes the central question.

The analysis of international scholarship programs as an
instrument in Turkish foreign policy in the context of
the Africa Opening Policies is examined as a single case
study in this article. To acquire an in-depth insight and
contextualize the phenomenon of scholarship programs
within foreign policymaking, we have designed a single

case study covering the Republican period of Turkish
foreign policy, particularly around international student
mobility decisions. Process tracing methodology is em-
braced as the most efficient means to answer the ques-
tion “how,” in this case analysis, which strengthens and
relates the inferences drawn from the policy documents
examined. Throughout the history of the Republic, how
the foreign policy towards African countries is shaped, is
revealed from the parliamentary minutes regarding gov-
ernment programs. Then by examining bilateral agree-
ments and summit declarations in the documents pub-
lished in the Official Gazette and the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, how educational issues, specifically scholarships,
are used in developing relations with certain countries
and in the making of foreign policy towards these coun-
tries is sought. Finally, review of relevant institutions’
policy documents, such as the Council of Higher Edu-
cation (YOK), the Ministry of National Education, and
the Presidency of Turks Abroad and Related Communi-
ties (YTB) show that the openings in foreign policy and
the desired relations with a particular country or region
affect the international scholarship programs’ design and
priorities in the programs. Along these lines, foreign pol-
icymaking is explored as the main driving factor in de-
veloping international student mobility in Ttrkiye.

2. The Formulation and Development of

an African Policy in Turkish Policymaking

In the early years of the Turkish Republic, the priority of
domestic issues and the continuing colonial rule in Africa
shaped Tirkiye’s African policies, and Africa was rarely
on the agenda in Turkish foreign policy (Ozkan & Akgiin,
2010). During the discussions of the program of the first
Bayar Government, established in 1937, a member of the
parliament stated that European countries were search-
ing for new methods to ensure the continuation of dom-
ination in Asia and Africa (Neziroglu & Yilmaz, 2013a).
This expression reflects the spirit of its time. Colonial
rule in Africa and the continuing domination of Europe-
ans in these areas prevented policymaking towards these
regions. Through examination of negotiations of the gov-
ernment programs from the parliamentary minutes, we
noticed that the African agenda is absent in the programs
during the first couple of decades.

There were only two Turkish embassies, Cairo and Ad-
dis Ababa, on the continent of Africa until 1952 (Daban,
2021). However, after the Second World War, Africa
Opening policies were on the Turkish foreign policy agen-
da at different times. There were attempts to develop and
institutionalize this policy through political, economic,
cultural, and social programs. It is possible to see the
efforts to re-establish and develop relations with Africa
on the foreign policy agendas of governments after the
1960s, at the time when African countries began to de-
clare their independence. However, specific engagements
in Turkiye’s policies, searching for a place in the Western
bloc during the Cold War, also resulted in limitations for
adopting policies towards Africa. Tiirkiye abstained and
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even took a negative stance towards the fights for free-
dom and independence of North African countries in the
first half of the 1950s (Atadv, 1976). The memoirs of re-
tired Ambassador Mahmut Dikerdem show that Tiirkiye
made a political and diplomatic choice to act in harmo-
ny with its allies in NATO regarding the independence
movements (cited in Tepeciklioglu, 2012).

The first attempts came in Tiirkiye’s African policy in the
second half of the 1950s. The policy of the USA, a NATO
ally, to establish relations with the newly independent
states probably affected this change (State Department,
2022). When pioneering sub-Saharan African countries
declared their independence, Tiirkiye recognized their
independence and the independence of others and be-
gan to establish relations with these countries. Tiirkiye
opened a consulate in Nigeria in 1956 and an embassy
in Ghana in 1957 (Ozkan & Akgiin, 2010). Delegations
representing Tiirkiye were sent to the independence cer-
emonies of Cameroon in 1960 and Sierra Leone in 1961
(Daban, 2021). Between 1952 and 1968, nine embassies
were opened, and the number of diplomatic missions on
the continent increased to eleven (Daban, 2021). Govern-
ment programs and the General Assembly meetings of
the programs in this period show that the governments
welcomed African countries’ independence and showed
their desire to establish relations in the 1960s. Delega-
tions were sent to the newly independent countries to
show their goodwill and interest in establishing or de-
veloping commercial and cultural relations (Neziroglu
& Yilmaz, 2013b, p. 1500; 1748). In the Urgiiplii govern-
ment’s program, established in 1965, the independence
movements witnessed on the African continent were
considered to be the most important political event of
the age, and the participation of African countries in
the family of free nations was welcomed. They stated
that they wanted to provide all kinds of support through
bilateral and multilateral relations, hoping that African
countries would undertake their development and wel-
fare, free from external interventions (Neziroglu & Yil-
maz, 2013b, p. 1958). African nations’ independence and
the development of bilateral relations were also included
in the policies of the first Demirel government that was
established subsequently (Neziroglu & Yilmaz, 2013c, p.
2206; 2334; 2422).

Although improving relations with African countries
were one of the foreign policy objectives of the govern-
ments established in the 1970s, problems in foreign policy
and lack of capacity played a role in the failure to develop
a policy towards Africa (Ozkan, 2012). After the second
half of the 1970s, more concrete policy proposals appeared
on the agenda. Since the economy and economic develop-
ment had a significant magnitude on the agenda of Tirki-
ye in this period, building economic relations with African
countries and providing development came to the fore.
During the Irmak government’s program discussions, Er-
bakan proposed the development of relations with Africa
and establishing free trade zones with them (Neziroglu &
Yilmaz, 2013d, p. 4453). Giindiiz Okgiin, the Minister of
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Foreign Affairs between 1978-79, attempted to develop
an African policy. The first institutional step of the Africa
Opening Policy was taken by establishing the Africa De-
partment in the ministry (Incesu, 2020). During this peri-
od, Tiirkiye supported African independence movements,
participated in peace initiatives, and provided emergency
and development aid (Tepeciklioglu, 2012). According In-
cesu’s statements, who was the head of the Africa Depart-
ment between 1978-80, priority was given to improving
economic and political relations to build successful and
permanent relations with Africa. Trade delegations were
sent to Nigeria, Kenya, Uganda, Ethiopia, and Sudan, and
several preliminary agreements were signed. Official visits
were paid mutually, and Tiirkiye opened two new embas-
sies in Somalia and Tanzania (Incesu, 2020). In a speech
Okciin made in the Senate, he pointed out that there had
been no contact with 14 member states of the UN until
that time, Okgiin stated that close relations should be es-
tablished with developing countries, including African
countries, in terms of national interests and internation-
al visibility, and that they would appoint ambassadors
(TBMM Tutanak Dergisi, Cumhuriyet Senatosu, 1979).
Stating that they define Tiirkiye as a Middle Eastern, East-
ern Mediterranean, and a Balkan country in their govern-
ment programs, Okciin referred to their aim to develop
economic and commercial relations with the countries in
the region. He also claimed that the geography, which in-
cludes the Horn of Africa, would have a significant place
in Tirkiye’s policy, just as it has a significant place in the
regional and global dimensions (TBMM Tutanak Dergisi,
Cumbhuriyet Senatosu, 1979).

The political discourse shaped in this period significantly
differs from a couple of angles. First and foremost, there
is an effort to define Tiirkiye as an African country based
on historical and cultural ties and to create a view of an
insider. The other difference is the aim of creating a coop-
eration ground in economic development, which Africa
also needs. In order to show its solidarity, Tiirkiye made
an effort to provide humanitarian and development aid
to some African countries, despite its limited financial
capacity (Ozkan & Akgiin, 2010).

The embargo declared against Tiirkiye during the Cyprus
case caused unexpected complications in foreign policy,
the need for economic opening, and the political envi-
ronment led to Africa Opening Policy initiatives. Con-
trary to NATO, Northern and Western countries, and
African and Islamic countries, such as Libya, supported
Tirkiye in this period. Tirkiye was in a deep economic
crisis and needed to initiate trade openings. The parlia-
mentary composition of that time, Milli Selamet Partisi
(National Salvation Party — MSP), with a policy agenda of
improving relations with the non-Western bloc and Mus-
lim countries and the CHP, which wanted to be in close
contact with developing countries within the scope of
the ideological priorities of the party, became effective in
this foreign policy change. To sum up, Africa was rarely
in Tiirkiye’s foreign policy agenda until the end of WWT1I;
after the 1950s, the policy was adopted in line with the
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priorities of its NATO allies; during the 1960s, with the
independence of African nations, Tiirkiye wanted to es-
tablish relations with the new African countries, and fi-
nally, Tiirkiye sowed seeds for its independent African
policy in the 1970s.

After the transition to the civilian government inter-
rupted by the military coup in 1980, Tirkiye reignited
its Africa opening policy and added a humanitarian and
development dimension to its policies. In 1985, Tirkiye
introduced a 10-million-dollar-aid package to support
the drought in sub-Saharan Africa (Kalkinma Bakan-
lig1, 2018). It participated in humanitarian aid activities
initiated by the Organization of Islamic Cooperation
and played an active role in organizing aid campaigns,
including the Turkish Red Crescent and the Diyanet
Presidency. It implemented humanitarian and develop-
ment projects in certain sub-Saharan African countries,
including Gambia, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Mauritania,
Senegal, Somalia, and Sudan. With this initiative, Ttrki-
ye, perhaps for the first time after many years, took part
in international aid efforts to this extent as a donor coun-
try (Kalkinma Bakanligi, 2015).

New openings in Turkish foreign policy followed the Cold
War and were also widely reflected in the relations with Af-
rican countries. Economic relations were intensified with
North African countries during Turgut Ozal’s presidency.
Nigeria and Egypt were among the founders of the D-8, es-
tablished during Erbakan’s prime ministry. An important
initiative was taken in 1998 by announcing the Opening
to Africa Policy, developed through extensive meetings
and consultations. The plan had comprehensive targets,
including high-level official visits, increasing diplomatic
representations, improving economic and commercial re-
lations, signing technical and scientific cooperation agree-
ments, and expanding economic and technical assistance
as well as humanitarian aid (Hazar, 2016). During his par-
liamentary speech on Tiirkiye’s efforts to open new areas
in foreign policy, Prime Minister Biilent Ecevit stated that
Tiirkiye is a European, Balkan, Middle Eastern, and Cen-
tral Asian country as well as being partly African and that
Tiirkiye’s new openings in international relations yield
positive results (Neziroglu & Yilmaz, 2013d, p. 7974). 1998
Opening to Africa Policy did not have an opportunity to
be implemented due to political instabilities and economic
crises in Tirkiye.

Tiirkiye’s current African policy is the outcome of the
last two decades of AK Party governments (Ozkan &
Akgiin, 2010). During this period, relations with Africa
progressed in many directions. High-level relations were
advanced with reciprocal visits and mutually increased
diplomatic missions. Tirkiye secured representation in
the African Union and regional economic communities,
joined the African Development Bank, increased invest-
ments and trade relations, undertook socio-cultural and
educational projects, and increased the exchange of peo-
ple. Africa has become one of the AK Party governments’
most persistent and improved foreign policy openings.

Bilateral relations have been upgraded to the continental
level and are institutionalized in Tiirkiye-Africa Sum-
mits. Tirkiye-Africa summits were held three times in
2008, 2014, and 2021.

Student mobility has become one of the essential prod-
ucts of the most recent move in the Turkish African pol-
icy. The following section evaluates international student
mobility and its contributions to bilateral relations. After
placing international student programs as an operation
of foreign policy, we return to student mobility between
Tirkiye and Africa and emphasize the policies of inter-
national student policies as a significant part of bilateral
cooperation.

3. International Student Mobility and
Growing Diplomatic Capacity

Government policies play a crucial role in international
student mobility programs. Governments follow poli-
cies and give incentives to attract students and provide
an opportunity to go abroad to study. Globally spread
international scholarship programs have become one of
the principal instruments governments employ in their
international relations, public diplomacy activities, and
development aid programs (Campbell & Neft, 2020).
International scholarship programs have gained a vital
position in international relations and the diplomat-
ic capacity of states. The culture of diplomacy is being
transformed, and varying actors undertake diplomatic
roles. Civil society actors, human rights defenders and
activists (Sending, 2011), religious communities (Lynch,
2011), and businesspeople (Seabrooke, 2011) are consid-
ered diplomatic actors in nations’ relations. Hyphenated
diplomatic concepts reflect the multiplication of diplo-
matic engagements and prove the existence of varying
engagements which may facilitate ties and compromise
beyond formal diplomatic methods and official actors.
The emergence of different types of representation and
the evaluation of various actors as “ambassadors” of their
shared identities has created a new diplomatic culture. In
this culture, international student mobility, promoted by
scholarship programs, also serves to develop diplomatic
capacity, and international students act as diplomatic ac-
tors (Atabas & Kose, 2023).

On the other hand, the growing concept of public diplo-
macy in international relations since the 1970s has con-
sidered international student mobility programs as pow-
erful instruments in building diplomatic relations. Public
diplomacy emerged in the 1970s during the Cold War era
and is defined as a type of diplomacy that employs strat-
egies based on propaganda to influence people in foreign
countries on various issues, including understanding
and influencing public views and perceptions (Gregory;,
2008). Public diplomacy took on a new form with an an-
thropological and ethnographic-based approach after
the end of the Cold War, emphasizing the importance of
the cultural dimension of identities and the non-state ac-
tors aiming to influence public opinion through media,
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cultural activities, and student mobility programs (Mars-
den, Ibanez, & Henig, 2016). International education has
been under review in parallel with the public diplomacy
discussions as it helps, for example, familiarizing stu-
dents with the culture of the society they are visiting and
bringing their own culture to this society. This provides
an inter-communal cultural rapprochement (Eide, 1970),
and through this rapprochement creating an environ-
ment for interaction where diplomats and policymakers
can understand the reactions of the foreign public to cer-
tain political moves (Fischer, 1972).

Nonetheless, the scholarship programs exert a more pro-
found influence than merely supporting states’ public
diplomacy efforts. The programs, which have been a sig-
nificant source of international student mobility, enable
graduates of the programs to return to their countries,
having comprehensive and in-depth information about
the country that provides the scholarship opportunity
as well as a positive perception (Kent, 2018). Moreover,
they constitute significant inputs that contribute to the
development of the sending country by raising human
capital (Perna et al., 2014; Kajunju, 2018; Unal, 2019). De-
velopment cooperation policies consider meeting the hu-
man capital needs a critical agenda item for developing
countries. In the context of these policies, scholarship
programs have an essential role in the efforts of states
to ensure economic development and alleviate poverty
(Dassin, et. al., 2018). Developing countries that do not
have enough qualified human resources, send their cit-
izen students abroad for education, and international
scholarship programs create an opportunity in this re-
spect in cases where they cannot finance an education
abroad (Boeren, 2018; Loerke, 2018). In this context,
international scholarship programs are also becoming
widespread and diversified. International scholarship
programs, whose aims include transferring technical
knowledge and experience, raising leaders, and devel-
oping social responsibility (Baxter, 2018), as well as
strengthening diplomatic and economic ties between
countries, and increasing and promoting the quality of
the country’s educational institutions (Boeren, 2018),
plays a substantial role in developing human capital, and
in building institutional capacity that are the essential
elements of development.

As instruments of international relations, public diploma-
cy policies, and development cooperation, each overseas
scholarship program has its own goals and target audienc-
es within the framework of the described goals and ob-
jectives of the related organizations and institutions. Each
institution determines strategies and policies to reach its
target audience and ensures that the targeted people ap-
ply (Musa-Oito, 2018). Scholarship programs may be in-
tertwined with different cooperation models: multilateral
mobility programs, inter-institutional collaborations, and
bilateral project and program collaborations may include
a scholarship instrument (Boeren, 2018). While states de-
velop international scholarship policies based on a specific
purpose and rationale, they can potentially have a broad-

@ Universite Arastirmalari Dergisi / Journal of University Research 2023; 6(4)

er impact on international student mobility programs
outside of scholarship schemes. These potential benefits,
which are not very different from the goals of the schol-
arship programs, include for the state to have students
acquire skills in a new language, gain experience abroad,
meet different cultures (Jackson, 2008; Childress, 2009), to
contribute to national security and stability, develop peace
and mutual understanding (de Wit, 2002), to develop dip-
lomatic sympathy, and acquire voluntary envoys (Chank-
seliani, 2018).

These potential benefits of international student mobil-
ity have made them attractive to developed and devel-
oping countries. In order to benefit from the diplomatic
capacity which international students create through the
networks, they build and develop capacity that occurs as
a result of their training abroad. For this purpose, dif-
ferent models for educational cooperation have come
up. While Tiirkiye chose to engage in bilateral and mul-
tilateral agreements, including student exchanges, until
the 1980s, it embraced unilateral scholarship programs
to attract more international students in the 1990s and
improved its program to diversify target regions in the
2010s. The following section elaborates on Tiirkiye’s in-
ternational student mobility programs in its evolving for-
eign policy context.

4. Development of International Scholars-
hip Programs in Tiirkiye

Tirkiye began to show an increasing interest in inter-
national student programs after the Second World War.
During this period, international students in Tirkiye
were the outcome of multilateral international scholar-
ship programs. For example, the Regional Cooperation
for Development, an intergovernmental organization
established in 1964 by Tiirkiye, Pakistan, and Iran, im-
plemented many projects to increase cooperation among
member countries, as well as student and expert ex-
change and scholarship programs (Yesilbursa, 2009).
Until the 1980s, international students studying in Tiir-
kiye came under multilateral cooperation or bilateral
agreements. The first law regarding the education pro-
cess of international students in Tiirkiye, Law No. 2922,
was enacted in 1983 by the Consultative Assembly, which
was established after the military coup of 1980. This law,
rather than a regulation to encourage international stu-
dents to study in Tirkiye, was introduced by the mili-
tary government on a security basis to monitor the ac-
tivities of international students during their education
in Tirkiye (Official Gazette, 1983, 14 October). However,
in the Consultative Assembly meetings, member Besir
Hamitogullar: stated that he considers the issue of in-
ternational students important within the framework of
promoting Tiirkiye and Turkish culture alongside devel-
oping academic knowledge, brain power, and technology
and revealed that there should be a broader vision other
than the limited purpose of the law. Claiming that “these
people, who will be the rulers of their own countries, will
voluntarily defend Tiirkiye,” Hamitogullar: pointed out
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that international students can be essential partners in
Turkiye’s science, cultural and public diplomacy (Journal
of Minutes of the Consultative Assembly, 1983).

There was no strong presence of international students in
Tirkiye until the 1990s. This scene was changed by the
new geopolitical situation that emerged after the collapse
of the Soviet Union and the fall of the Iron Curtain. The
foreign policy on the axis of the relations between the
two blocs and the international student policy shaped
in this context, made room to form new international
student policies in an environment where unilateral and
independent foreign policy steps were taken. In 1992,
Tiirkiye launched the Great Student Project (BOP) for
kinship communities with which it has historical and
cultural ties. The BOP embraced the objectives of con-
tributing to the development of human resources of kin-
ship communities, building close ties, disseminating the
Turkish language and culture, and establishing bonds
between these communities (Yarman Vural & Alkan,
2009). Scholarships offered within this project’s scope
were provided to students from the Balkans, Eastern Eu-
rope, Russia, and Central Asia to study at universities in
Tiirkiye. Figure 1 shows that the number of international
students in universities, which was 7,850 as of the year
the program was implemented, jumped to around 20,000
in the following year.

Even though the BOP significantly contributed to in-
ternationalization in higher education in Tiirkiye, the
project implemented between 1992-2011 only partially
reached its goals. The graduation rate of scholarship hold-
ers from the programs they were enrolled was relatively
low, which makes the efficiency of the program question-
able (Ozoglu, et. al., 2015). According to the researchers,
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the project did not fully reach the expected goals because
the number of qualified students who applied remained
low, the universities were not actively involved in the
process of scholarship promotion, and the inefficiency
of public services, such as visa and health coverage, and
inadequate support in Turkish language teaching and the
overall educational needs of the international students
(Vural & Alkan, 2009; Ozoglu et. al., 2015).

Scholarship programs through bilateral and multilateral
agreements continued alongside unilateral programs for
all parts of the world. Until the early 2010s, geographi-
cal proximity and cultural, religious, and ethnic affini-
ties were prominent in international students’ decisions
to study in Tiirkiye (Ozoglu et. al., 2015). Fundamental
changes and centralization in international student pol-
icies came in 2012 with the reconfiguration of Tirkiye’s
international student strategy and scholarship programs,
in line with new openings in foreign policy. Publicly
funded scholarship programs were coordinated under
the Prime Ministry and acquired a global dimension.
An international student strategy was introduced. It was
aimed at increasing the capacity of Tirkiye to attract
students from various countries. In this context, Tiirkiye
Scholarships was planned in line with Tiirkiye’s foreign
policy, to serve the goals of public diplomacy and educa-
tion diplomacy, to contribute to academic and scientific
development in Turkish universities, to support develop-
ment cooperation policies and to contribute to the inter-
nationalization of higher education (YTB, 2012; Official
Gazette, 2014, 17 June).

Tirkiye Scholarship programs employed new strategies

to attract students globally and to provide easy access for
international students to apply through an online sys-
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Figure 1. Total Number of International Students in Tiirkiye's Higher Education Institutions (1983-2021)

Source: Prepared by the authors based on YOK Statistics
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tem. The programs and quotas given to countries within
the program were planned according to foreign policy
priorities and the developmental need of the targeted
countries, as well as facilitating diplomatic, cultural, and
economic relations. The program also contributed to the
internationalization of higher education and the capaci-
ties of higher education institutions (Alkin, 2020). Due
to these new strategies followed by the Tiirkiye Scholar-
ship programs, the number of international students in
Tirkiye has increased exponentially. The momentum of
the increase in international students in Tirkiye can be
seen in the graph above as of 2012. A decade after the
program’s introduction, the number of international
students approximated 200,000, and according to YOK
President Erol Ozvar’s statements, the number is even
more than 300,000 (Kasap, 2022).

The analysis of the relationship between this practice
and foreign policy is presented in the next section by
drawing attention to the trend of student mobility from
Africa to Tirkiye after the “Opening to Africa” policy,
which aims to improve Tiirkiye’s relations with African
countries. The internationalization of higher education
employs strategies in line with the economic and foreign
policy goals of Tiirkiye per its position in the world, ac-
cording to Gokhan Cetinsaya (2014, p. 169). He empha-
sizes the necessity of a political vision, policy, and target
on which steps taken within the scope of international-
ization should be based. Internationalization practices
in Turkish higher education are also expressed in con-
nection with the openings and developments in foreign
policy (Cetinsaya, 2014). We should note that, along with
the Tiirkiye Scholarships, YOK has incentivized univer-
sities in their internationalization efforts by giving more
autonomy in their recruitment of international students.
Moreover, many universities aggressively increased re-
cruitment efforts to diversify their financial resources.

5. Opening to Africa and Student Mobility
from Africa to Tiirkiye

African students studying in Tiirkiye have increased sig-
nificantly in the last ten years. The total number of Afri-
can students in the Turkish higher education system was
59,004 in the 2022-2023 academic year, corresponding
to 33% of all international students. This increase in the
number of African students, 1,915 of the total of 25,545
international students in the 2011-2012 academic year,
can be explained by the expansion and institutionaliza-
tion of Tiurkiye’s Africa opening policy.?

As outlined above, international students’ presence in
Tiirkiye accelerated after the 1950s. Student mobility
programs, based on regional and bilateral cooperation,
have always been shaped by the direction of Turkish for-
eign policy. The increase in student mobility from Africa
has followed a similar path. Tiirkiye’s political, economic,
and cultural cooperation was almost non-existent in the
initial years of the independence waves in African coun-

tries. Limited cooperation with North African countries
gradually expanded to West and East African countries
in the later years. The picture becomes more apparent
when we examine the educational and cultural agree-
ments that constitute the legal basis of student mobility
programs. The agreements signed with Libya (1959 and
1977), Morocco (1966), Tunisia (1967), Algeria (1967),
Senegal (1969), Nigeria (1981), Sierra Leone (1981), Sudan
(1982), and the Democratic Republic of Congo (Zaire)
(1983) included provisions on student mobility or schol-
arships. As with these countries, some of which have
strong cultural ties to Tirkiye, the presence of interna-
tional students in Ttrkiye during this period was gener-
ally based on intergovernmental cooperation.

On the other hand, eight out of the fifteen embassies
opened on the African continent before the 1990s, except
for Sierra Leone, were in these countries. In most African
countries where diplomatic representations were opened,
Tiirkiye signed agreements, including student mobility
programs. Between 1983-1990, 1,000 out of all 1,500 Af-
rican students attending Turkish higher education were
from the countries where these agreements were signed
(YOK, 2023). Although international students came pri-
marily from neighboring countries such as Iran, Syria,
Greece (Western Thrace), and Iraq in the 1980s, African
countries, such as Sudan and Nigeria were among the top
ten sending countries. Figure 2 reflects the total number
of students from African countries studying at Turkish
higher education institutions, whose statistics have been
recorded since the establishment of YOK in the 1980s.
Until the introduction of BOP in 1992, Sudan, Nigeria,
Egypt, and Tunisia were the primary sending countries.
Furthermore, agreements with student exchange clauses
signed with Mali (1999), Gabon (2000), the Republic of
Congo (2000), and Cameroon (2002) drew students from
these countries as well, despite limited numbers between
1990 and 2002.

While these letters of agreements reveal bilateral strate-
gies for student mobility with specific African countries,
global programs have also started to be implemented.
With the announcement of the Opening to Africa Policy
by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 1998, a new window
opened in African relations. During this period, Tirki-
ye aimed to improve its relations with Africa regarding
its regional and global political and economic goals in
foreign policy. The action plan stated that there was an
insufficiency in infrastructure for Tirkiye and Africa
to build their relations and aimed at developing insti-
tutional infrastructure and initiatives in different fields.
Some of them were to increase the number of Turkish
diplomatic representations, to appoint accredited repre-
sentatives from Tiirkiye, to become a member of African
Union institutions, and to develop military, economic,
and cultural relations with Africa (Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, 1999). The plan explicitly referred to student
scholarships to increase the total quota allocated to Af-
rican countries from 205 by making the scholarships at-
tractive (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 1999: 8). As in other

3 The numbers were compiled from the student statistics of the Higher Education Council Higher Education Information Management System (YOK 2023).
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fields, the implementation of the Opening to Africa plan
in education was not possible to implement to the fullest
extent due to the political instability and inefficient eco-
nomic conditions of this period.The acceleration of the
implementation of the African policy was achieved by
proclaiming 2005, the African year, becoming a member
of African organizations, and opening diplomatic mis-
sions in different countries in Africa. When the African
policy was developed and institutionalized with the in-
tensification of diplomatic relations, mutual visits, and
economic cooperation, student mobility and scholarship
programs were also on the agenda on almost every plat-
form. During the first two decades of the second millen-
nium, the provision of student mobility and scholarships
took more in bilateral agreements, such as with Ethiopia
(2004), Madagascar (2005), Mauritania (2005), Djibouti
(2009), Egypt (2011), Ghana (2013), Guinea (2013), Li-
beria (2014), Namibia (2014), Ivory Coast (2015), Benin
(2016), Rwanda (2016), Somalia (2016), South Sudan
(2017), Zambia (2018), Gambia (2018), Niger (2018) and
Chad (2019).

“Cooperation Framework for Tirkiye-Africa Partner-
ship,” signed after the first Tiirkiye-Africa summit held
in 2008 with the theme of “Cooperation and Solidarity
for a Common Future,” pointed out that the scholarships
granted for African students were inadequate and an in-
crease in the quotas was encouraged. Improving human
resources, student and academic mobility programs,
and cooperation between educational institutions were
included in the final document at the second Tirki-
ye-Africa summit held in Malabo with the theme of “A
New Partnership Model for Strengthening Sustainable
Development and Integration” (Ozkan & Orakgt, 2021).
The third Turkiye- Africa summit in Istanbul in 2021
emphasized supporting education at all levels, including
student mobility and the Tirkiye Scholarships program,
to achieve the objectives of Tiirkiye-Africa cooperation
and to increase youth employment. The Turkish govern-
ment tasked the Ministry of Foreign Affairs with coor-
dinating and following up on the implementation of the
outcomes of the summits, so that the “partnership for a
common future” would be achievable (Prime Ministry
Circular Order on Africa Strategy, 2010).

Student mobility was generally one way toward Tirkiye.
Turkish students’” ability to move to Africa to study was
limited to a few countries with limited numbers and pro-
grams. South Africa, Sudan, Egypt, Tunisia, and Moroc-
co were the few countries where Turkish students took
classes. The total number of African students in Turkish
universities through bilateral agreements is estimated at
around 4,000.* Until 2011, the allocated quota was pre-
dicted to be around 5,000, which shows that the achieved
results stayed below what was planned and expected
during these five decades. Islamic Development Bank
(IsDB) scholarships were another instrument for African
students studying in Tirkiye. IsDB scholarships priori-

tized Muslim minority students, particularly in medicine
and engineering, and many Muslim students took this op-
portunity to study in Tiirkiye. African students in Tirki-
ye held 1,972 IsDB scholarships between 1983-2021. The
program continues in coordination with Tirkiye Scholar-
ships programs managed by Presidency for Turks Abroad
and Related Communities (YTB) (YTB, 2021).

During the last two decades, the efforts and initiatives to
develop multidimensional and multilayered foreign policy
have been sped up. Foreign Policy initiatives and openings
have been planned and executed from the Pacific to Lat-
in America. This era has also witnessed growing interest
and achievement in African policy. A new program called
Tiirkiye Scholarships was introduced in 2012 to align the
scholarship programs with the new dynamics of Turkish
Foreign Policy. The program resulted from an extensive
review of past experiences, various programs managed by
different public bodies, and global trends and best prac-
tices. The objectives and principles can be exerted from
YTB’s founding act passed through parliament in 2010.
An upgraded new body, the International Students Eval-
uation Board, was formed to plan and coordinate Tiirki-
ye’s inward international student strategies and programs
chaired by the Deputy Prime Minister with the participa-
tion of undersecretaries and directors of stakeholder gov-
ernment entities. The Board was tasked with determining
the general policies, developing strategy, and deciding the
guiding principles and processes for international stu-
dents. The secretariat of the Board was created under the
administration of YTB, and this department is also re-
sponsible for implementing the Tiirkiye Scholarships pro-
gram under the guidance of the Board.” The department’s
responsibilities include, executing the Tirkiye Scholar-
ships program based on the strategy, organizing programs
for international students to gain a better understanding
and insights about Tirkiye, and conducting activities for
alums to maintain and improve ties between graduates
and Tirkiye, in order to contribute to the relations be-
tween nations and countries.

As outlined in the first section, the third phase of Tirki-
ye’s international student programs is globally designed
and implemented. The first program representing the
new vision was the Tirkiye Scholarships program, in-
troduced in 2012. Previous programs were terminated
or revised according to the new strategy and principles.
Thematic and regional programs designed within the
Tirkiye Scholarships program reflect new multidimen-
sional and multilayered foreign policy. One of the visions
and principles of the Tiirkiye Scholarships is a program
to contribute to Tiirkiye’s regional and global strategies
and improve bilateral political, cultural, and economic
relations within its foreign policy perspective. The Afri-
can scholarship strategy under the Tiirkiye Scholarships
program also reflects this vision of improving bilateral
and regional cooperation with Africa. The objectives of
scholarships granted for Africa reflect Tirkiye’s Africa

* The total number of students from Africa who were enrolled at Turkish universities is 3992. See Table |. The minimal number of African students coming to Turkiye in the early

1980s implies that there had been only a few African students until the 1980s.

° The department, which was first established under the name of the Foreign Students Department, was changed to the “International Students Department” in 2012.
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Opening Policy, which contributes to improving the rela-
tions with African countries and their development.

The new changes in international scholarship strategy led
to a dramatic increase in African students over a short
period of time. Internationalization strategy of higher
education outlined and coordinated by Higher Education
Council (YOK) led to increase of self-sponsored students
from Africa. The Tiirkiye Scholarships program acknowl-
edges Tirkiye’s responsibilities according to the bilateral
agreements and plans them within the scope of the pro-
gram. The applications of African students for the Tirki-
ye Scholarships program continued to increase through
2012-2022 due to easy access and increased awareness
about Tirkiye and its programs. Over this period, 11,920
African students were granted scholarships to study in
Tiirkiye. The programs offered within the planned quota
are updated regularly based on the needs of the recipient
country and Tirkiye’s strategy.

Widespread promotions of the Tiirkiye Scholarships pro-
gram in African countries has contributed significant-
ly to the increase in African students seeking to study
abroad to consider Tiirkiye as an option. As a result, the
number of privately sponsored African students coming
to Tiirkiye for their higher education has increased rapid-
ly, reaching 59,004 in the 2022-2023 academic year, from
1,915 in 2010-2011. Figure 3 shows the annual number
of the scholarship holders, the total number of students
studying with scholarships or by their own means, and
the applications to scholarship programs from African
countries. The change particularly reveals that the pro-
motions of the Tirkiye Scholarships program is gener-
ally effective for promoting higher education in Tiirkiye.

In 2002, students from the African continent in Turkish
educational institutions amounted to 390, representing
35 out of the 54 countries in Africa. However, following
the implementation of the Opening to Africa policy, the
number of students significantly increased to 1,915, en-
compassing 47 African countries by 2011, a pivotal year
before the initiation of Tirkiye Scholarships. The com-
mitment to the initiatives for the African opening policy
is reflected in international higher education programs,
such as the internationalization strategy and scholar-
ships conducted by the relevant institutions in the next
period. As illustrated in Figure 2, as of 2023, the current
data reveals the enrollment of approximately 60,000 stu-
dents from all African countries.

6. Conclusion

In the early years of the Turkish Republic, colonial ad-
ministrations that continued in the African continent
prevented the establishment of relations with the region.
Relations gradually developed in the following years
with the countries that gained independence. At that
time embassies opened and limited bilateral agreements
were made. The limited interactions started to progress
in the 1980s, and Tirkiye was involved in aid programs
in Sub-Saharan Africa with a humanitarian policy. Re-
lations started to build more intensely and widely in the
1990s when Tiirkiye renewed its foreign policy to diver-
sify the collaborated regions. Tturkiye started showing
increasing interest in regions with which it had no or
weak contact. Turkiye’s foreign relations gained various
dimensions in Africa, and the diplomatic traffic inten-
sified after the AK Party government declared the year
2005 as the African Year.
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In the era of globalization, when states diversified the
instruments, they use in their international relations
through internationalization policies in education and
international scholarship programs became widespread,
Tirkiye also used this instrument as a method for imple-
menting its foreign policy. States that regulate and often
manage the process with their policies to encourage their
students to study abroad or to encourage international
students to study in their country see international edu-
cation as a public diplomacy activity with which they aim
to familiarize international societies with their culture
and politics. Moreover, International education and in-
ternational scholarship programs that play a substantial
role in developing human resources and building institu-
tional capacity, both essential development elements, are
vital tools to strengthen diplomatic and economic ties
between countries (Boeren, 2018).

Tiirkiye started to show interest in international student
programs after the Second World War, just like other
global examples, and it has been involved in the process
with some bilateral or multilateral agreements. Beginning
in the 1980s, it became more aware of this strategic use
and built its unilateral scholarship program. It first tar-
geted the Turkic Republics with the Great Student Proj-
ect (BOP) announced in 1992. Although it started to build
relations with various regions with new directions in its
foreign policy in the 1990s and 2000s, the international
scholarship program followed this trend a bit later and
was reformulated in 2012, diversifying its target audience
with effective announcements and promotions all over the
world. Despite the Opening to Africa policy initiatives af-
ter 2005, students from African countries’ interest in Tiir-
kiye was strengthened through the implementation of the
scholarship programs following this policy.

The intensification of African policy was reflected in the
new international scholarship programs introduced in
2012. The Tirkiye Scholarships program aims at imple-
menting the program in line with foreign policy priori-
ties, more remarkably with the policy of Opening to Afri-
ca. The number of African students in Tiirkiye increased
tremendously both under scholarship programs and pri-
vate sponsorships in the last ten years. This increase is
because a large group of people developed an idea about
education in Tiirkiye and preferred to study here by their
own means or with special scholarships, because of the
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