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GROWING TIES BETWEEN EGYPT, TURKEY:  
A NEW REGIONAL ORDER? 

Jeffrey Fleishman 
Los Angeles Times, November 13, 2012— 

 
Egypt and Turkey are forging an alliance that showcases two Islamist leaders maneuvering to reshape 
a Middle East gripped by political upheaval and passionate battles over how deeply the Koran should 
penetrate public life. The relationship may foreshadow an emerging regional order in which the sway 

http://www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/world/la-fg-egypt-turkey-20121113,0,7665554.story
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of the United States gradually fades against Islamist voices no longer contained by militaries and pro-
Western autocrats. 
 

Each country has a distinct vision of political Islam, but Turkey, which straddles Europe and Asia, and 
Egypt, the traditional heart of the Arab world, complement each other for now. Turkey's strong 
economy may help rescue Egypt from financial crisis, while Cairo may further Ankara's ambition to 
rise as a force among Islamic-backed governments. 
 

What bonds and rivalries may ensue is unclear, but they are likely to affect what rises from the 
bloodshed in Syria, the influence of oil nations in the Persian Gulf, future policies toward Israel and 
the volatile divide between moderate and ultraconservative Islamists. The nations offer competing 
story lines playing out between the traditional and the contemporary. 
 

"Turkey has done a good job so far of balancing the relationship between the religion and state. It is 
secular," said Ahmed Abou Hussein, a Middle East affairs analyst in Cairo. "This is not the case in 
Egypt. We haven't found the balance between religion and state yet. We're all confused, not only the 
Islamists." 
 

The two countries recently conducted naval exercises in the Mediterranean Sea. Egyptian President 
Mohamed Morsi visited Ankara in September and Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan is 
expected to arrive in Cairo this month with promises of closer cooperation and a financial aid package 
that may reach $2 billion….The nations' deepening ties come amid international and domestic pressure 
emanating from revolutions that are recasting political rhythms in the Middle East and North Africa. 
 

Erdogan is moving to fashion Turkey's democracy into a model for Arab governments even as he has 
been criticized by human rights groups for the arrest [and deaths – Ed.] of thousands of Kurdish 
activists. Morsi is seeking to restore Egypt's global stature after years of diminishment under deposed 
leader Hosni Mubarak. 
 

Turkey's diplomatic finesse and economic allure have allowed it to deftly exert its regional influence. 
But the civil war in Syria has shredded relations between Ankara and Damascus and left Erdogan, who 
has threatened Syrian President Bashar Assad with wider military action, searching for a plan to end 
the conflict on his border. 
 

Turkey has also drawn the ire of Iran, a Syrian ally, for signing on to a U.S.-backed missile shield. 
And Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri Maliki this year called Turkey a "hostile state" and accused it of 
agitating sectarian tension in his country…. 
 

Egypt's deeper problems bristle on the home front, including unemployment, poverty, crime and 
decrepit state institutions that became more glaring after last year's overthrow of Mubarak. Both Morsi 
and Erdogan, who rose to power nearly a decade ago, curtailed the political influence of their nations' 
generals, but each has been accused by secularists as having authoritarian streaks tinged with Islam. 
The countries have a tendency to harass and arrest dissidents and journalists. 
 

A closer fusion of Cairo and Ankara stems in part from the influence Egypt's Muslim Brotherhood had 
on Islamist organizations across the region, including Erdogan's Justice and Development Party. While 
the Brotherhood was being persecuted by Mubarak, a brash Erdogan riveted the "Arab street" with his 
populism and chiding of leaders, such as Mubarak, for their compliance toward the West. 
 

The question is, how will Erdogan and Morsi maneuver the politics of a Middle East that both want to 
influence, and which Egypt regards as its historic and strategic territory? "I don't think Egypt even 
under the Muslim Brotherhood would appreciate a Turkey that would nose around on Egypt's political 
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turf," said Kemal Kirisci, a professor of political science and international relations at Bogazici 
University in Istanbul. 
 

But Turkey offers Egypt a pragmatic — some analysts suggest modern — approach to the West, the 
global economy and stability…."What is interesting about Turkey's success is its commitment to 
practical visions and plans," said Seif Allah el Khawanky, a political analyst. "Morsi's administration 
doesn't have this." Both countries are working toward new constitutions. Turkey's politics spring from 
a secular democracy and a history of defined political parties that have tempered the influence of 
Islam. Turkish women who wear hijabs are banned from political office. Egypt's Islamist-dominated 
government, however, is pushing for a constitution firmly rooted in sharia, or Islamic law, and there is 
little inclination among conservatives to import the Turkish model….. 
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WHY TURKEY SHOULD BE TOUGH ON IRAN 
Can Kasapoglu 

Jerusalem Post, November 6, 2012 
 

A nuclear Iran will be tantamount to the collapse of the over five-century-old balance of power 
between Turkey and Iran which was first created by the Battle of Chaldiran between the Ottoman and 
Safavid empires in 1514. 
 

Only after Selim the 1st (or Yavuz Sultan Selim Khan – the first Sultan of the empire who claimed the 
caliphate) overcame the Safavid Empire of Persia was Istanbul able to exert full control and authority 
over eastern Anatolia and Northern Iraq. However, for some time now Ankara’s sovereignty in eastern 
Anatolia and vital national security interests in Northern Iraq have been under significant Iranian 
threat via proxy war, subversive activities, and political and military machinations. Iran also stands in 
the way of Turkey’s regional hegemonic agenda, especially in Syria, and in a greater sense in the 
Levant region. 
 

Throughout history, this corridor has always been a natural route for Turkish expansions into the 
region we call Greater Middle East today. As a matter of fact, just a couple of years after Sultan Selim 
Khan vanquished the Safavid Empire in Chaldiran he fought another regional power, the Mamluk 
Sultanate, at the Battle of Merj Dabik, and conquered Syria, Lebanon and Palestine, or in other words 
a large portion of the Levant. 
 

At this juncture, understanding the geopolitical mentality of the Ottoman expansion and its correlation 
with Iran is of crucial importance. In order to project power in the Levant, Turkey has to be safe from 
the Iranian threat. And vice versa: Iran, whether the Safavids or the contemporary Islamic Republic, 
must keep Turkey under constant threat to secure the Levant and/or avert Turkish expansion. Thus, 
Turkish decision-makers should well understand the geopolitical logic of Selim Khan’s perception of 
Iran as the rock [standing] between Turkey being caged into Anatolia or being a real regional power 
(which is definitely not same thing as being popular in the region). 
 

Iran’s desire to keep Turkey constantly under threat resurfaced in the 1990s and 2000s via Tehran’s 
proxy war attempts. Be it the Kurdish Hezbollah or PKK terrorism, Tehran will do its utmost to keep 
Ankara in trouble with constant low-intensity conflicts. 
 

Put simply, if the whole Turkish 2nd Army, which is responsible for the Iraqi, Syrian and Iranian 
borders, was not dealing with the terrorism threat, it would probably be occupied with power 
projection activities beyond its field of responsibility. Iranian strategists are aware of this fact. Turkey 
overcame Damascus when it was harboring PKK in the 1990s through an escalation strategy and 

http://www.jpost.com/Opinion/Op-EdContributors/Article.aspx?id=290758
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gunboat diplomacy. Can those measures be taken against a nuclear Iran? This is just a hypothetical 
question for now, however, in the near future it could be a very real scenario facing the Turkish 
security establishment. 
 

To counterbalance a nuclear threat from Iran, Turkish leaders will have only two options. The first is 
to pursue mass conventional military modernization and procurement, and an aggressive shift in 
military doctrine. This means an additional burden on Turkish taxpayers and a great cost in terms of 
investments in social improvement and economic development. 
 

The second option is to pursue its own military nuclear program. Technically, however, this would be 
almost impossible to accomplish due to Turkey’s ties with the Western security system and 
commitment to the NPT regime…. 
 

After the Cold War, there is no US tactical nuclear capability left on Turkish soil. It is known that 
there are nuclear warheads at the Incirlik base, but Turkey does not hold the trigger mechanism. 
Briefly, a nuclear Iran cannot be, or only at a very steep cost, deterred by Ankara. This reality 
probably spells the end for Turkey’s historical imperial character…. 
 

Moreover, within the sectarian fragmentation of the region, a nuclear Iran will most likely spearhead 
the Shi’ite bloc against Turkey more aggressively. Thus, Ankara either gets tough with Iran now, or 
lets a nuclear Iran get tough with Turkey in the near future. 
 

In summary, Turkish decision makers should simulate the first day of Iran’s nuclear breakthrough, and 
count down to the present day. Then they can clearly see that every single day counts, and that 
Tehran’s nuclear breakthrough has to be prevented at all costs. Turkish mass media keeps voicing the 
opinion that the military option would be a nightmare for the region, and defends muddle-through 
efforts that can do nothing but buy time for Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. 
 

They are correct in saying that the military option would be a nightmare – but on the other hand, it 
would also be a nightmare to allow a tyranny which is also Turkey’s historical geopolitical rival in the 
region to arm itself with nuclear weapons. 
 

We will soon see whether anyone in Turkey today clearly perceives the Iranian threat as did Sultan 
Selim Khan, or whether “sober and wise” intellectuals, seeing the mushroom cloud over Istanbul, keep 
repeating that “the military option against Iran would be a nightmare for the region” – probably from 
the safety of an NBC shelter. 
 

(The author, who served as a post-doctoral fellow for the Begin-Sadat Center for Strategic Studies at 
Bar-Ilan University, holds a PhD from the Turkish War College, and a Master’s degree from the 
Turkish Military Academy.) 
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TURKEY IN THE SYRIAN CRISIS: WHAT NEXT? 
Veli Sirin 

Gatestone Institute, October 26, 2012 at 3:15 am 
 

Syrian dictator Bashar Al-Assad treats Turkish military reprisals as pin-pricks. Nonetheless, while 
massacres continue inside Syria, confrontations and counterblows proliferate along the country's 
border with Turkey, including exchanges of mortar-shell fire. But how long will this stalemate 
continue? 
 

http://www.gatestoneinstitute.org/3415/turkey-syrian-crisis
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Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan, in his public comments, is addicted to candor, if not 
bluster. He condemns the weakness of the United Nations in the face of the Syrian bloodletting, yet is 
even more dismayed, it seems, to realize that Turkey cannot wage war on the Al-Assad regime. 
Turkey cannot save Syria; it cannot march to Damascus; it cannot remove the Al-Assad state 
apparatus, and it cannot reconstruct Syria as a Turkish protectorate. 
The Syrian Army is a significant military force, and would respond with a wholesale offensive, 
devastating poor Turkish villages. The Syrian war is spreading into Lebanon; its extension northward 
could produce a general conflagration in the area. 
 

For these reasons, and not out of sympathy for the Syrian tyrant, the overwhelming majority of Turks 
oppose a military campaign against Damascus. The Turkish political opposition calls on Erdogan to 
renounce his bellicose rhetoric. Turkey will, it is hoped, avoid a war with Syria, even as Erdogan 
postures as a great military figure and proposes a "vision" for resolution of the crisis. 
 

Erdogan tours the Middle East and in many places is applauded. This, of course, increases his 
popularity at home. Arab sympathy for Erdogan most likely reflects his adoption of an anti-Israeli 
stance. He has also called for Islamic unity. "Brotherhood" and "community" are the pillars on which 
Erdogan has constructed his project for a Muslim-dominated Mediterranean. 
 

Turkish "neo-Ottomanism," combining Islamist supremacy with patriotic fervor, is not limited to 
Ankara's initiatives in foreign policy. Erdogan's Justice and Development Party, or AKP, has made 
Ottoman nostalgia a central feature of Turkish cultural life. 
 

Examples of this attitude are plentiful. With an AKP municipal government, Istanbul every year now 
celebrates May 29, commemorating the conquest of the city by Sultan Mehmed II in 1453. In 2010, 
Istanbul considered itself the "European Capital of Culture," and the budget for the program 
emphasized renovation of Ottoman architectural sites. Istanbul no longer projects itself only as a 
bridge between east and west, but as the center of Ottoman civilization. None of these developments is 
reassuring. 
 

NATO, in an urgent meeting on the Syrian disaster in June, declared clear support for Turkey. The 
hurriedly-assembled NATO ambassadors described Syrian attacks on the Turkish frontier as a breach 
of international law and a menace to regional security. But NATO concluded diffidently, "As indicated 
on June 26, the alliance is monitoring closely the Syrian situation." 
 

The U.S. promised to support Turkey. Tommy Vietor, National Security Council spokesperson, said 
late last year, "We continue to call on other governments to join the chorus of condemnation and 
pressure against the Assad regime so that the peaceful and democratic aspirations of the Syrian people 
can be realized. President Obama has coordinated closely with Prime Minister Erdogan throughout the 
crisis in Syria and will continue to do so going forward." The U.S. appealed to Al-Assad to step down 
from power, agree to an armistice in the fighting, and initiate a political transition. 
 

After Turkey forced a Syrian passenger aircraft to land in Ankara on October 10, German foreign 
minister Guido Westerwelle visited his Turkish counterpart, Foreign Minister Ahmet Davutoglu, in 
Istanbul. Westerwelle placed his country unambiguously on the side of Turkey. The German 
representative declared, "Under international law, Turkey must not tolerate transport through their 
airspace of weapons or military supplies to Syria." In a similar case, with a violation of German 
airspace, [he] said his government would have done the same thing. "Turkey is our partner," 
Westerwelle added, "and they can count on our solidarity." 
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The German foreign minister, however, distanced Germany from Erdogan's harsh criticism of the UN 
Security Council, which Erdogan has said should be reformed, as at present two permanent members, 
Russia and China, possess veto power over any action on Syria. 
 

Erdogan repeats to the world that a humanitarian disaster is taking place in Syria. "If we wait for one 
or two of the [UN Security Council's] permanent members... then the future of Syria will be in 
danger," he insists. But his opinion is not supported by most of the rest of the world. Erdogan, in an 
October 13 speech in Istanbul, invoked the Balkan tragedy that occurred two decades ago. "How sad 
is," he said, "that the UN is as helpless today as it was 20 years ago, when it watched the massacre of 
hundreds of thousands of people in the Balkans." 
 

No one can predict where all this oratory will end up. It is only certain that there are victims on both 
sides of the Turkish-Syrian border, and in the conflict inside Syria. Since the beginning of October, the 
Turkish army has directed fire at 87 locations inside Syria, and has killed at least 12 Syrian soldiers, 
according to a report based on Turkish military sources, and published in the Turkish daily Milliyet on 
October 20. The paper stated that Syria had launched mortar rounds or other shells across the border 
27 times, and that in the Turkish response, five Syrian tanks, three armored vehicles, one mortar, one 
ammunition transporter and two anti-aircraft guns were destroyed, with many more military vehicles 
damaged. 
 

The Europeans tend to their own affairs, the five permanent members of the UN Security Council 
negotiate among themselves, Turkey claims it is considering unilateral action against Syria. But 
Erdogan is, to many, no more than an impotent, tantrum-prone, and dangerous demagogue – which the 
Obama administration and other "concerned powers" will not publicly admit. Some say that 
notwithstanding a possible Erdogan strategy for the establishment of Syria as a Sunni Islamist ally – or 
vassal – of an AKP-led Turkey, he and his party are needed for any positive action by NATO against 
Al-Assad. But presumptions that he can act consequently to rescue the Syrian people are mistaken. 
And the rest of us can only wait and hope for the best. 
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