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Turkey and the Middle East:  
Between Euphoria and Sobriety

Gallia Lindenstrauss

In many ways, Turkey’s activism in the Middle East reached a peak in 
������ ��	� 
���� ������� ������� ���� ��	� ���	������ ��� ����	���� ���	��	�� ���
the Mavi Marmara boosted Turkey’s ranking in Arab public opinion, and 
����	� ������	�� �	�	!���""�!� #���$��� %	���	� ��	� ����� !�!&���� �	��	��
in the region.1 Relations between Turkey and its close neighbors – Syria, 
Iran, and Iraq – continued to improve. Furthermore, Turkey pursued its 
efforts to serve as a mediator in the region, and although it did not succeed 
���%���	���'���'��(���������'	�)� ���*����		����������!�������!��"	�������
should be consulted. It appears, nevertheless, that the end of 2010 marked 
the curbing of Turkish activism in its present form. The wave of unrest in 
the Arab world that began in Tunisia in December 2010 and the subsequent 
�����������%����"������	���	��*�������	�������(�&��������&��	"����!&��&	�����
prior courses. The counter reaction in the West to some of the developments 
����&���������	�'��!����"����!�&������������(�&��"�

The Challenge of the Arab Spring
At least in the short term, the upheavals in the Arab world challenge the 
Turkish vision of promoting stability for the sake of economic prosperity. 
The uprisings and their regional impact will necessarily bring about a 
period of reorganization, which by its nature will be a sensitive time that 
includes a greater chance of violence and is also liable to be accompanied 
%"����	�����������*��*�����������	�����	�	�������	����'���	����(�&���	��
and not just the achievements of Turkish foreign policy, Turkish Foreign 
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������	�� +��	�� -��&��$�&� ����	�� ��� ��"� ����� ����� �&��	"� �		��� ��	�
tension in its attempt to maintain good relations with the populations in 
neighboring states and with the regime leaders, and from the expectations 
this creates: that on the one hand, Turkey will aid the regimes with which it 
has good relations, and on the other, that it will be attentive to the feelings 
of the public in those states.2

����!!	���)���	�)��������	�����������/�������	�#����&����3�4����	����������	�
Turks have avoided using, even though they have promoted ideas of this 
nature – has vanished for now. In recent years Turkey has tried to advance 
many economic initiatives that were not far from Shimon Peres’ vision of 
a new Middle East, although Turkey’s vision did not include Israel.3 There 
was a plan, for example, to expand the bilateral free trade agreements 
signed in recent years by Turkey with Syria, Jordan, and Lebanon, to a 
comprehensive agreement on the establishment of a free trade zone among 
the four states. As part of the warming of relations, Turkey even signed 
agreements with Syria, Jordan, and Lebanon eliminating the requirement 
for transit visas between the countries, and there was also a plan to allow 
free passage at the borders for citizens of these countries, as occurs today 
in the European Union.

6�	����)���	�	�����������	�������������'��(�����	7!����������������"�
developments in Turkish foreign policy in recent years, including the 
/�	������	�"3� ��� ��	� �����	� #����� ��	� �&������ 	�����")� *����� ��� ��	�
seventeenth largest economy in the world, aspires to be the tenth largest 
economy by 2023, the one hundredth anniversary of the Turkish republic. 
Turkey’s size and impressive growth rate (in 2010, the growth rate in 
Turkey was 8.9 percent, the second highest rate among the G-20 nations 
after China)4 dictate both the increasing need for energy resources that will 
continue to make this growth rate possible, and the need for development 
������	���(�����������	*�	7!��������	���

The expansion of Turkish economic interests in the Middle East has 
motivated Turkey to become more politically involved in the region, and 
���� �	��� �&��	"� '�	��	�� ��&	��	�� ?�*	�	�)� ��	�	� ���	�	���� ����� ���	�
������(�&��� �����&��	"� ��� ���	���!�������� �	'�����'� ���	���� ��	���������
in the region, and in fact make it an actor that to a large extent supports 
continuation of the status quo.5 This trend was especially conspicuous in 
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the formulation of Turkish policy on events in Libya and Syria. Turkey has 
many economic interests in Libya and signed contracts with the regime 
���B�%"��� �	��	���&������H����(��K���	7��!�	)��&������������&������
companies had extensive contracts in the country, and some 25,000 Turkish 
citizens working in Libya were evacuated by Turkey early in the riots. 
These economic interests help explain why at the beginning of the uprising 
in Libya, Turkey was vehemently opposed to international involvement 
���� *�"� ��� ����� �	���"� ���		� ������� ���� #���$��� ��� ����� !&%����"� ����
H����(����&��	��

From Turkey’s point of view, the events in Syria are even more 
challenging. In many ways, Syria was the most prominent example of 
��	�/�	���!��%�	�3�!����"� ������&��	"����� ���	�� ���!�����	����NON���� ����
neighbors. The warming of relations between the two was striking. Syria 
and Turkey were on the verge of war in 1998; by 2009 the two countries 
agreed on military cooperation, and in early 2011 Turkey even expressed 
willingness to train Syrian military forces.6 Turkey is also Syria’s largest 
trade partner. When the riots erupted in Syria, Turkey called upon Bashar 
al-Asad to implement reforms, and emphasized that it had pressured 
the Syrian President to institute reforms long before the outbreak of the 
+��%� �!���'��#���$������	�� ����� ��� �	�'��"� ����	���������*����+�����	�
emphasized the need to annul the emergency laws in Syria, release political 
prisoners, change the system of government, and present a multi-party 
political system.7 Yet just as Turkish policy toward Libya has changed, so 
too has Turkey’s approach to events in Syria. Since the beginning of the 
�����)�*�	��#���$���!���	��+����	�	�"���")���	�	�����%		������'��(�����
����'	�������	�*���	�����	�������)�����#���$�������	�	������	����	�["�����
���"�����������/%��%�����38 Following the violent suppression in late July of 
the riots in Hama, in which dozens of people were killed, Turkish Foreign 
������	��-��&��$�&����������&�	��&���&�������������"����	��	���������["����
��������)�/6�	���������	�����������	�	���*�	�����	���������&���	��!	�!�	�
��	�����	�������	���"�39

The existence of a joint border of more than 800 kilometers, as well 
as the Turkish fear that the wave of refugees from Syria will grow, has 
led to a cautious – though at times challenging – Turkish policy vis-à-vis 
Asad’s regime. The cultivation of relations between Turkey and Syria in 



Gallia Lindenstrauss

108

recent years occurred, from Turkey’s point of view, for strategic reasons, 
and therefore it was not necessarily dependent on the particular regime in 
Damascus. Nevertheless, problems that were seemingly resolved during 
the Turkish-Syrian honeymoon, such as the issue of control of Hatay 
province (Alexandretta),10 the issue of water allocation, and the actions of 
Kurdish separatists in the border region between the countries, are liable 
����		�	�'	����_��������N+�������������	�����������["������!!��������('&�	��
were allowed to hold public conferences on Turkish territory indicates 
that there is a great deal of thought in Turkey about various scenarios 
concerning the future of Syria. 

In general, Turkish foreign policy in recent years has been somewhat 
ambivalent on whether Turkey should work to promote liberalization and 
advance processes of democratization in other countries. On the one hand, 
for example, Turkey has stressed that the 2006 elections for the Palestinian 
Legislative Council, in which Hamas won a majority, were democratic 
elections whose results should be honored. On the other hand, Turkey has 
improved its relations with Iran and with Sudanese president Omar al-
Bashir, in spite of widespread violations of human rights in these states. 
Turkey’s hope, or at least the hope of the Turkish Foreign Minister, was 
����� �����&���/�����&��3����	����&����	�� ������*�����'���&���!���	��	�����
democratization.

The Arab spring does not conform to this model, since the protesters 
in the various Arab countries were not willing to accept gradual changes, 
����	����	������'���'��(��������	����	��	���������	�	���	)��&��	"�*���
required to take unequivocal stands for or against a particular government. 
In the case of Egypt, this was less problematic because relations under 
Husni Mubarak were already tense between Ankara and Cairo, but in the 
case of Libya, Syria, and Iran, it became clear that for Turkey the situation 
was more complicated. Turkey was uncomfortable with the fact that during 
the visit by Turkish President Abdullah Gül in Tehran in February 2010, 
demonstrations by regime opponents in Iran were suppressed. In the course 
of a joint press conference with Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, 
Gül could only speak generally and say that the regime should be attentive 
to the desires of the people.11



Turkey and the Middle East

109

It appears that Ankara’s ambivalence on the Arab spring may taint 
Turkey’s image in Arab public opinion. This negative tendency exists, 
�����&'�� ��	�	� ��� ����&������ ��� ���"� !���	�� ��� *�	��	�� ��	� /�&������
���	�)3�*��������%��	���	������"����������)���&���%	���!�	�	��	�����
other states in the region – which theoretically could enhance Turkey’s 
���'	���'��(�����"�

Domestic Political Developments
Turkey’s ambivalence on promoting processes of liberalization in other 
countries in part stems from the ambivalence of the Justice and Development 
Party toward processes of liberalization within Turkey. There have been 
many liberal reforms in Turkey since the party rose to power, but there is 
growing criticism regarding limitations on freedom of speech in Turkey. 
The arrest of nine journalists and writers in March 2011 on suspicion 
of their being connected to Ergenekon, a right wing nationalist secret 
organization that allegedly planned assassinations and terrorist attacks in 
Turkey in order to cause instability and induce the overthrow of the Justice 
and Development Party, aroused much resentment. The existence of such 
a plot against the government is itself doubtful, and the arrest of journalists 
and writers was considered an extreme step. Similarly, the liberal reforms 
initiated and promoted by the Justice and Development Party were seen by 
many of the party’s critics as merely a tool to promote the party’s religious 
�'	�����#���$��)�����!��	������	����"��	������������	�����	���&��'	�)����
even seen as a person with a tendency toward authoritarianism.

In the parliamentary elections of June 2011, the Justice and Development 
Party scored an impressive victory, which allowed it once again to form 
a government without coalition partners. In comparison to the previous 
elections, the percentage of voters for the Justice and Development Party 
grew slightly (from nearly 47 percent in the 2007 elections, to almost 
50 percent in the 2011 elections), the percentage of voters for the main 
opposition party, the Republican People’s Party, also grew (from almost 21 
percent to 26 percent), and the percentage of voters for the second largest 
opposition party, the Nationalist Movement Party, declined slightly (from 
some 14 percent to 13 percent), but it succeeded in passing Turkey’s high 
election threshold (10 percent). The independent candidates (the Kurdish 
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representatives) were also able to increase their power (from some 5 
percent to almost 7 percent).12

In spite of the increase in the percentage of votes for the Justice and 
Development Party, the number of seats it won in the parliament decreased 
(from 331 seats out of 550 in the 2007 elections, to 326 seats13 in the 
current elections), due to Turkey’s electoral system. The reduction in the 
�&�%	�����{&����	�����-	�	��!�	�������"��	������"����	�������(�&�������
#���$�������	����	��������	���������!�������	*��������&��������!������	��)�
and in particular, may adversely affect his goal of turning the parliamentary 
regime in Turkey into a presidential regime. This change is needed given 
#���$����� !�����	� ���� ��� �&�� �'���� ��� !������	����"� 	�	������)� ���� ��	�
����� ����� ��	�	� ������('&�	� �������!���"�*������	������	� ������� �	�	�����
popularity.

��	���&��	������	��%"�#���$�������	�	���"	����'���	�������������*	�'���
with the announcement on July 29, 2011 by the leading commanders 
of the Turkish military (the Chief of Staff and the top commanders of 
the land forces, navy, and air force) of their early retirement. In effect, 
this development sealed the neutralization of the Turkish military, long 
������	�	����	�!���	���������	�&�����������&��	")��������'��(�����!���������
actor, which lies at the heart of the silent revolution underway in Turkey 
since the rise to power of the Justice and Development Party in late 2002. 
�����&��	��������	�!�����������	����	�����������	�������(�	�������	�	���"	�������
charges of anti-government activity have eroded the status of the military.

��� ��� ������ ���(�&��� ��� ���	��� *�	��	�� ��	� ���	� ��� ���(�	��	� �	����	��
in the June 2011 elections, and the further weakening of the status of the 
Turkish military as a domestic political actor, will encourage the Justice 
and Development Party to adopt an uncompromising policy, or whether 
���*�������&���"��	���������!�����	���'��(������	������������&��	"��	|&��	��
such as, for example, those related to the Kurdish minority. Nevertheless, 
#���$������	�&������+!��������������	��������������&��������	�����)�*�����
��"�� ����� ��	�	� ��� ��� }&������ !��%�	�)� %&�� ���"� !��%�	��� ��� �!	��(��
Kurdish citizens, does not bode well.14 True, this statement can be seen 
as electioneering and as part of an unsuccessful attempt to prevent the 
Nationalist Movement Party from passing the election threshold, but the 
use of such rhetoric does not prepare people for the compromises required 
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to solve this problem. Furthermore, for some time the problems with the 
Kurdish minority have not been limited to the areas in southeast Turkey. 
As a result of internal migration in Turkey, Istanbul is today the city with 
the largest concentration of Kurds in the world. Thus, if there is a renewed 
outbreak of Kurdish violence on a wide scale, it will have a greater impact 
throughout Turkey than in the past. In this respect, a remark in May 2011 
by one of the senior Kurdish representatives – that she expects bad tidings – 
was considered worrisome.15 Furthermore, a renewed outbreak of violence 
on a wide scale is liable to spill over into neighboring states, which also 
have a Kurdish minority, and may even complicate US intentions to 
withdraw from Iraq in 2011.

Relations with the West and with the United States
_	"���� ��	� ����(����������� ��	�+��%� �!���'� �����&������ ���	�'��!����")�
the West’s counter response to what was seen as a change in Turkey’s 
���	���������������������!������	!	��	���������%"��	������&��������(������
that no such change has taken place have been met by the West with much 
skepticism.16�[	�	������	!�����	��%"��&��	"������	�(������������������������	�
����������������'����	�!������%���������������������'	��������&���"�/�����'�
�����	�	����3���	���������������!��	�����������������%~	��������&��	"���������
ultimately block NATO’s intentions to take command of the international 
intervention force in Libya in March 2011, and that Turkey itself is taking 
part in this intervention demonstrate Turkey’s continued loyalty to NATO. 
The increased cooperation between the United States and Turkey against 
the background of the upheaval in the Arab world, which is manifested, 
inter alia, in frequent telephone contact between senior government 
��(����������&��	"�������	�����	��[���	�)�������	��������	��������&��	"����
far from turning its back on the West. In addition, it was reported that the 
head of the CIA visited Turkey secretly to discuss regional developments, 
and in particular, events in Syria.17 The forced landing on Turkish territory 
in March 2011 of two Iranian cargo planes on their way to Syria, and the 
���(�������������	����'�������	������	�)�*���������		�������	��	��������
favorable development.18

Moreover, Turkey responded positively to the killing of al-Qaeda leader 
Osama Bin Laden by the Americans. President Gül hailed the death of 



Gallia Lindenstrauss

112

_��� B��	�)� ������'� ����� /��	� ����� ���'	��&�� ���� ��!��������	�� �	��������
organization leader in the world being caught in this way should be a 
�	����� ���	�	�"��	�319 As such, Turkey reiterated its commitment to the 
war on terror and restated that its own challenge of terrorist activities on its 
territory is no different from the worldwide struggle against terrorism. This 
rhetoric is also in tune with Turkish policies from the period preceding the 
Justice and Development Party’s rise to power, when this was one of the 
strong bases for cooperation between Turkey and the West. In addition, 
the end of Turkey’s term as a non-permanent member of the UN Security 
Council has already reduced some of the tensions between Turkey and the 
West, which surfaced after several of Turkey’s controversial votes in the 
Security Council.

The changes in the Arab world and the improvement in Turkey’s 
relations with the West are not isolated developments. In spite of the shifts 
in Turkey’s foreign policy in recent years, in the wake of the uprisings 
in the Arab world Turkey today is the country the Americans depend on 
in the region. This does not necessarily mean that the current disputes 
between Turkey and the United States are less serious than they were in 
recent years, rather that the other allies of the United States in the Middle 
#�������	�%		����'��(�����"�*	��	�	���������	�&��	�'��	�!���	��	�������
have turned them into less reliable allies from the American point of view. 
Thus, in light of the present American weakness and the weakness in the 
/���	���	3�+��%�*����)����/���	!	��	��3�!����	�����	��&��	"��������������	�
best option for the United States.

Relations with Israel
The improvement in Turkey’s relations with the West, and in particular 
with the United States, may also contribute to improved relations between 
Turkey and Israel, but it cannot serve as a catalyst in and of itself. Relations 
between Israel and Turkey remain at a low point. Although contrary to 
fears to this effect Turkey did not break off diplomatic relations with Israel, 
today there is no Turkish ambassador in Israel, and it has been claimed that 
Israel is concerned that Turkey will not approve a replacement for Gabi 
Levy, Israel’s ambassador to Turkey, once he completes his term.20 
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There is still a large question mark over the future of relations in the 
*��	� ��� ��	� ��"� ����� ������� 	!����	� ���� ��	� ���(�&��"� ��� �	�����'� ��
compromise on this issue. Although there were a number of attempts to 
hold reconciliation talks, in which Israel expressed its willingness to offer 
a limited apology that focused on operational failures and to compensate 
the families of those killed through a fund set up for this purpose, the 
many delays in the publication of the report of the commission of inquiry 
appointed by the UN Secretary General and headed by New Zealand’s 
����	������	�������	��
	����	"�����	����������*���	����(�&��"�����	�����'�
a compromise. Demonstrations to mark the anniversary of the event will 
continue to cast a shadow over relations between the states in the future 
as well. Still, the announcement by the Turkish aid organization IHH 
that the Mavi Marmara�*�&������������ ��� ��	�{&�	�������������%	��&�	�
���/�	�������������������)3����� ����� ��	"�*�&��������	��������	��%�������
!����	�)�*�������'��(�����������%&����������	�����&�	������	��	������������21 
The Turkish government has claimed that it does not have the ability to get 
������	��������!!��'���	�����������
����%	��&�	������������N'��	���	�����
initiative. However, the Turkish Foreign Minister stated in early June that 
it is worth waiting to see how the opening of the Rafah border crossing and 
the establishment of a unity government with Fatah and Hamas affects the 
���&���������
����%	���	������	����������	!�����22 

In spite of the deterioration in relations, trade between the states has 
almost returned to its 2008 level, and the decline that occurred in 2009 
is mainly attributed to the world economic crisis.23������	�(����|&���	�����
2011, Turkey was Israel’s third largest export market (in contrast to the 
(����|&���	���������)�*�	�����*�����	����������'	���	7!��������	���24 Among 
the few other encouraging signs are the aid the Turks provided to Israel 
�&���'���	�(�	������	�����	�����-	�	�%	������)�������	��&������K��	�'��
Ministry’s condemnation of the terrorist attack in Itamar and the device 
that caused an explosion on a bus in Jerusalem in March 2011. After the 
Turkish elections in June 2011, Prime Minister Netanyahu commented on 
�	��������*�����&��	"��/�	��������*�������	��	��	���������!���	�*�������
��!���	�����	��	��������325 

As was the case during most previous periods, an improvement in 
relations between Israel and Turkey is also dependent on Israel’s relations 
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with the Palestinians and with neighboring countries. In an op-ed article in 
the New York Times, President Gül claimed that achieving a breakthrough 
in the Israeli-Palestinian peace process is critical in determining whether 
the current wave of unrest in the Arab world will lead to more democracy 
���� !	��	� ��� ��� ��	� 	���%�����	��� ��� �"��������� �	'��	�� ���� �������26 
If this is the case, progress in the peace process would lead to a certain 
thawing in Turkish-Israeli relations, while a continued stalemate and an 
outbreak of violence would elicit Turkish sentiments against Israel. Turkey 
has also announced that it will vote for recognition of a Palestinian state in 
the UN General Assembly in September 2011.

Turkey greeted the Hamas and Fatah reconciliation agreement in 
April 2011 with much enthusiasm, and the Turkish Foreign Minister was 
among those present at the signing ceremony in Cairo. To the Turks, the 
reconciliation agreement constitutes proof that it is not possible to ignore 
Hamas in the diplomatic process, as Israel is demanding. The Turkish 
Foreign Minister claimed that in light of Israel’s past statements to the 
effect that as long as the Palestinians are divided it has no one with whom 
to conduct negotiations, everyone should welcome the reconciliation 
agreement between Hamas and Fatah.27 However, Turkey is clearly aware 
that in spite of Egypt’s current weakness, it is Cairo that brokered the 
agreement, thereby damaging the image Turkey has tried to establish as 
the main mediator in the region.

Conclusion
If the revolutionary momentum in the Arab world continues, the dramatic 
����'	�� �����'� !���	� ��� ��	� �	'���� *���� ���	� ��� ���(�&��� ���� �&��	"� ���
progress in the direction it hoped to pursue in the past. Therefore, a period 
in which Turkey reassesses its policy toward the Middle East is likely. In 
spite of the fact that an active foreign policy has characterized the Justice 
and Development Party’s tenure, Turkey will likely step back, at least 
partially, from its high level of involvement in the Middle East. Although 
on the face of it the Arab spring does not make Turkey’s mediation efforts 
�&!	�&�&�)������	����'��&�)����#'"!������%�	�����	���	�)���	����!	�����������
��	����	������&	������!��"	�������	�+��%�*�����*����%	���&'�	�)��������������
may be an obstacle to continued Turkish involvement.
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Furthermore, the problems that the Turks have already encountered 
in their previous mediation attempts will recur: the lack of resources 
necessary for the large number of mediation initiatives the Foreign 
Minister wishes to promote; the fact that the Turks’ heavy involvement 
arouses suspicion among some in the Middle East, as if this were a return 
of the Ottoman Empire; and also, Turkey’s unresolved problems, which 
not only complicate its own situation but also raise doubts over Turkey’s 
ability to mediate. Moreover, the Turkish leadership has in the past thrown 
its weight behind some of the mediation attempts, and therefore, mediation 
failures were sometimes perceived as especially painful. From these points 
�����	*)����������'��������	����(�&���	���&��	"��������	�������	�!����������	�
challenges it currently faces, it appears that for now, Turkey will approach 
its Middle East policy with greater caution.
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