TURKEY: AN OPPORTUNITY FOR REGIONAL LEADERSHIP

Summary

Turkey's international profile has risen as a result of Prime Minister Recep

Tayyip Erdogan's criticism of Israel in the wake of the conflict in Gaza.

Erdogan and the ruling Justice and Development Party are making use of the Gaza

crisis to further their goals of reasserting Turkey's leadership of the Arab

Middle East, and of the wider Muslim world. While there are not many external
obstacles to this goal, there is significant domestic resistance that could not

only hobble Turkey's ascent, but also plunge the country back into domestic

instability.

Analysis

Turkey considers itself a key player in efforts to secure a bilateral

cease-fire ending Israel's military operations in Gaza, because Ankara has been

able to convince Hamas to stop fighting, Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip

Erdogan's top foreign policy adviser, Ahmet Davutoglu, said Jan. 19. 

Turkey is not the only regional player that has influence over Hamas -- Iran,

Syria, Saudi Arabia, and Egypt do as well -- but unlike its Arab neighbors,

Turkey has openly criticized its ally Israel over the Gaza operation. Erdogan

on Jan. 4 said Israel was "perpetrating inhuman actions which would bring it to

self-destruction," warning that "Allah will sooner or later punish those who

transgress the rights of innocents." Erdogan's comments are not entirely

unprecedented, as he also has criticized previous Israeli operations in the

Palestinian territories -- but his past comments have been nowhere near as

severe.

There has been considerable concern, both within Turkey and internationally,

that these comments could indicate that Turkey's ruling Justice and Development

(AK) Party is reverting to its Islamist roots. That is unlikely to happen,

however. A significant chunk of the party is composed of non-Islamists, and the

party itself was founded by individuals who broke with the Islamist core of

Fazeelat, the AK Party's predecessor, which was outlawed in 2001. In addition,

the Turkish republic's firm grounding in secularism makes it difficult or

impossible for the ruling party to trend too far toward Islamism without being

disbanded by the establishment.

The reason for Ankara's harshly critical position toward Israel's Operation

Cast Lead can be found, rather, in the politics of the Arab world. At a time

when the Arab masses perceive their leaders as either actively supporting

Israel or at least doing nothing to stop it, Erdogan is gaining tremendous

respect and appreciation in the Arab street for his condemnation of the Israeli

offensive and his rhetorical defense of the Palestinians. 

Opportunity in the Middle East

Turkey was not the only one taking a firm stance against Israel, however; Iran

was actually helping Hamas, not just rhetorically, but militarily. Tehran's

support for both Hezbollah and Hamas has earned it and Iranian President

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad a considerable degree of popularity in Arab societies,

along with fear and loathing among the Arab palaces. But Iran, an ethnically

Persian and religiously Shiite state, can go only so far in positioning itself

as a leader of the Middle East, which is predominantly Arab, or the Muslim

world, which is majority Sunni. Iran's weak economic situation also limits its

possibilities as a regional hegemon. 

Turkey, which boasts the world's 17th-largest economy, has no such problems.

While it is true that Turks are ethnically different from Arabs, both are

Sunni. Much more importantly, the Arabs lived for some four centuries under the

rule of the Ottoman Empire, whose Turkish rulers were seen as caliphs --

leaders of Sunni Muslims -- by many Muslims around the world.   

This political arrangement, rooted in Islam, came to an end with World War I as

Turkish and Arab nationalism accelerated the disintegration of the Ottoman

sultanate. Some 90 years later, however, Arab nationalism is all but dead.

Islamism has been instrumental in undermining, to varying degrees, the

legitimacy of the largely secular Arab states, while the AK Party has brought

religion back into the Turkish public arena. Furthermore, the Arab masses

generally view their own leaders as corrupt and inept. 

Meanwhile, Turkey has somewhat settled itself after 70 years of internal

religious-secular struggle. The issue is not completely resolved by any means,

but there is general agreement within Turkey that it is time for the country to

expand its international influence again. Taken together, these factors have

created conditions under which Turkey could emerge as the region's powerhouse

and the leader of the Islamic world.

Because Turkey's attempt to gain entry into the European Union has for all

intents and purposes been blocked, Turkey has been turning its attention to the

other regions it borders -- The Caucasus, Central Asia and the Middle East.

Where the first two of these represent opportunities because of historical and

ethnic links, they also pose significant challenges, because attempting to

expand there would place Turkey into conflict with Russia -- a battle Ankara is

not eager to join at this time. So while the Turks will certainly lay some

groundwork in Central Asia and the Caucasus, any movement there will be

tentative and with only long-term results in mind. By comparison, the Middle

East is wide open -- and there is great precedent for Turkish involvement

there.

The view among the Arab masses is that Turkey's leaders are far more

politically competent than their Arab counterparts; Erdogan is seen by the Arab

street not only as genuine in his support for the Palestinians, but also as

bearing qualities that Arab leaders lack. It is this opportunity that is

motivating Ankara's decision to break with the past and criticize Israel

harshly. Growing Muslim solidarity in the region, especially in Turkey, helps

explain massive demonstrations organized by Turks protesting the war in Gaza.

These demonstrations and Erdogan's statements have had a deep impact on the

Arab psyche at a time when the masses in the Arab world are in search of

leadership. (For that matter, even the Arab regimes would welcome Turkey on a

certain level as a counterweight to Iran, and to radical Islamist actors in the

region.)

Relations with Israel and the West

Meanwhile, Turkey's pursuit of leadership of the Middle East and the Muslim

world does not automatically damage Ankara's relations with Israel and the

West. Turkish ties to both are built on solid footing. Turkey was among the

first states to recognize Israel after the birth of the Jewish state in 1948,

and since then the two countries have had close diplomatic and military

relations. 

Even the AK Party's attempts to create more balance between its relations with

Israel and with the Arab states have not altered the historical relationship

between Turkey and Israel. In fact, under the Erdogan administration, Ankara

has been mediating indirect peace talks between Israel and Syria. Despite the

AK Party's Islamist roots, the current Turkish leadership is much more

pragmatic in its strategic outlook than Iran and other radical Islamist actors

in the region.

The AK Party government is well aware that close relations with Israel, the

United States and the West will allow it to enhance its influence in the Middle

East and the wider Islamic world. Conversely, Ankara is trying to position

itself as a go-between for the Arab/Muslim world and the West -- but to do

that, it needs to enhance its influence among Arabs and Muslims. Hence the

harsh criticism against Israel. 

In many ways, Israel and the West would actually prefer Turkish leadership in

the Middle East and the Islamic world to that of Iran or the Arab states.

Turkey is a secular, Westernized Muslim state and a NATO ally, and it is

well-positioned between the Islamic and Western spheres. From the Israeli and

Western point of view, Turkish leadership could serve as a counter to radical

Islamist tendencies from Iran and from Sunni nonstate actors. 

Roadblocks At Home

The Islamist roots of Erdogan and his AK Party could help provide an opening

for Turkish leadership in the Islamic world, but these same roots pose a threat

to Turkey's domestic stability. Though the AK Party government has achieved a

considerable degree of accommodation with the country's secular establishment

(led by the armed forces), tensions remain. The government's move toward

Islamic solidarity on the foreign policy front raises fears among the

secularists that the country is headed in the wrong direction.

Turkish nationalism, and the subsequent establishment of the modern republic in

the aftermath of World War I, grew out of the view that Turkey should shed its

Islamic past and, especially, disassociate itself from the Arab world. Attempts

to reverse course now could therefore lead to greater tensions between the

government and the country's praetorian military, which is very wary of the

possibility that a drive by the AK Party government toward greater alignment

with the Arab/Muslim world could undermine the secular foundations of the

republic.

This does not mean that the Turkish military is not interested in expanding

Ankara's influence. It fully supports such plans, but not at the cost of

weakening the secular fabric of the republic (and the army's own position in

the state). Historically, the military has wanted to steer the country away

from the Muslim world and toward the West. Entry into the European Union,

however, requires that the armed forces come fully under the control of the

civilian leadership -- a prospect the military establishment abhors, especially

with the AK Party at the helm. The military does not want to give up its

ability to stage coups to throw out governments it dislikes -- especially those

it perceives as undoing the legacy of the founder Mustafa Kemal Ataturk.

This is why the Turkish general staff is willing to live with the European

Union's refusal to accept Turkey as a member. But the military does view

Turkey's return to its old stomping grounds in the Arab world with great

trepidation. Thus, while external conditions might be ripe for a resurgence of

Turkish influence in the Arab/Muslim world (and by extension internationally),

there are strong countervailing forces that could hold back the country -- or

even reverse course toward domestic political instability.
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