
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Turkey’s re-imagined 
neighborhood after the “Arab 
Spring” 

Joshua W. Walker  
 

        urkey’s emergence in the 21st  century as a regional power has been in   

the   making for the last decade, but only fully crystallized in the wake of the 

“Arab Spring” in 2011. Unlike regional powers like Iran and Saudi Arabia that 

actively supported counter-protest movements to deflect attention away from 

their own domestic shortcomings, Turkey’s vibrant civil society nudged the 

government onto the side of the Arab street even at the expense of 

investments made with previous regimes. Given Turkey’s recent economic 

success and democratic character in a Muslim context, Ankara’s courtship of 

the newly emerging Arab democracies in the Maghreb region has been 

notably successful in contrast to underlining tensions with its own neighbors 

that has limited the potential of Turkish influence.  

Turkey did not transform itself from a defeated post-Ottoman Empire state to 

a flourishing market-based Muslim-majority democracy overnight; it has been 

almost a century in the making. The lessons learned and the opportunities 

offered by Turkey are unique, yet it is still being offered as a “model” for how 

“neighbors” might be able to transform themselves. The Justice and 

Development Party (AKP), that prefers to be an “inspiration” rather than a 

“model”, has been quick to seize the opportunities presented to it in 2011 by 

inserting itself in every possible arena and role wherever possible in the 

region. Under AKP’s rule, Turkey has earned a reputation for being pragmatic 

and active actor in the Middle East.  

Grasping changes in the Middle East 

Turkey’s emergence as the Middle East’s newest power player comes in the 

face of Western weakness that has been in full display since the start of the 

Arab Spring and its own economic crisis. Ankara’s new foreign policy activism 
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drew quick contrasts because of its stance on Israel and the overarching security 

concerns that seemed to slow Western governments in embracing the inevitable 

changes that were set off by events in Tunisia. Having initially inspired great 

admiration in both the Arab world and the West for its early embrace of the Tunisian 

and Egyptian people, Turkey has been criticized for its slower pace on Libya and 

Syria. Ankara’s famous mantra of “zero problems with neighbors” has proven 

untenable given the domestic struggles between people and regimes in the 

aftermath of the Arab spring. Ankara now must choose between sticking to its 

principles of “zero problems” with autocratic regimes or finding a pragmatic way to 

work with the West in reshaping the Middle East in its own image. 

Having promoted a proactive strategy and template for regional order, Turkish 

leadership has been most successful in the Maghreb precisely because of limited 

ambitions. Tunisia’s successful revolution and transition has been championed in 

Turkey as a model for similar movements throughout the region. The emergence of 

Ennahda and its leader Ghanoushi, that models its own governing style on the AKP, 

has been warmly embraced by Ankara. In Egypt, Turkey was the first government to 

unambiguously call for Hosni Mubarak to leave at a moment in which the West 

hesitated. In early February 2011, Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan was urging 

Mubarak to leave “We are for our people…You should listen to the demands of the 

people and be conscious of the people and their rightful demands”.1 Unlike their 

hesitant Western counterparts, Turkey was the first government to unambiguously 

call for Hosni Mubarak to leave. Talk of an “axis of democracy” between Ankara-

Cairo and Tunis has proven premature but emphasizes Turkish enthusiasm for 

investment in the region. As a result, Turkish investment and soft power icons such 

as soap operas have become ubiquitous. 

Having outpaced Europeans and Americans in asking for Tunisians and Egyptians 

leaders to step down, Ankara was slower than the rest of Western countries on 

pushing for change in Gaddafi’s Libya and Assad’s Syria, where Turkish economic 

and political interests were deeper and more concentrated. Turkey’s trade relations 

with Libya accelerated in the early 2000s. In 2005, Turkish exports to Libya 

increased by 13.9%. In 2006, the trend continued with an increase of 27.2%.2 Before 

the uprisings, there were more than sixty Turkish construction companies conducting 

one hundred and twenty four projects worth more than $7.6 billion. Turkey’s leading 

airport operator was building two airports in the country.3 Turkish-Syrian relations 

were also improving significantly. Since the signing of Turkish-Syrian Regional 

Cooperation Program in 2006, bilateral trade increased in an unprecedented way. In 

2009, the two countries lifted visa requirements. By 2010, Turkey was Syria’s largest 

trading partner with a trade volume approximately $2.5 billion. Due to Turkey’s deep 

involvement with these two new economic partners, Turkey acted hesitantly in the 

earlier stages of the Arab Awakening.  

  
                                                      
1
 http://www.todayszaman.com/newsDetail_getNewsById.action?newsId=234212 

2
 (Turkey-Libya Business Council, 2010) 

3
 (Hurriyet Daily News, 2011) 

http://www.todayszaman.com/newsDetail_getNewsById.action?newsId=234212


 From hesitations to democracy promotion? 

Turkey’s eventual support of Libyan and now Syrian opposition forces and calls for 

regime change – until recently close friends – are important developments. This 

selective engagement and use of double standards allowed Ankara to promote an 

air of proactive confidence sorely lacking in most regional capitals. By hosting Syrian 

insurgents and political opposition figures, and by readying harsh unilateral 

sanctions against Damascus, Turkey is now stepping in tune with the international 

community in responding to the bloody crackdown on protests in its southern 

neighbor. These moves signal a potentially significant shift in Ankara to much 

stronger support for the democratic Arab awakening from one of indiscriminate 

partnership to selective containment and engagement. 

The real question now is whether 2012 is the start of a new realignment in Ankara to 

try and democratize the region in support of the Arab awakenings. Turkey, that 

boasts the fastest growing and largest economy in the region, has far more tools at 

its disposal. As a result of its own democratization and reform process undertaken, 

Turkey is uniquely placed to play a decisive role in providing critical assistance and 

encouragement for the newly emerging governments of the region as it has already 

begun to do in Tunisia.  

Having spent the last decade strengthening regional ties and promoting itself as an 

inspiration for the Middle East without placing preconditions on democratic 

conditionality, Turkey’s credibility has been put on the line with the suppressed 

protests and refugees from Syria, having largely been reactive in its foreign policy 

since the beginning of the Arab protests, claiming that Ankara worked with all actors 

even as people scoffed that the AKP’s “zero problems with neighbors” policy had 

become “zero neighbors without problems.” Yet the AKP declared that Turkey’s 

place in history should be on the side of the people of the region. Prime Minister 

Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s words echoed this theme when he proclaimed to skeptical 

party members that, "Turkey is playing a role that can upturn all the stones in the 

region and that can change the course of history."  

Despite Ankara’s eager attitude to be on the side of the people of the region, refugee 

flow from Syria is likely to force Turkey to reconsider policy options and realities that 

the country has to face. According to Foreign Ministry Spokesman Selcuk Unal “the 

number of Syrian refugees staying in Turkey has reached 15,000” in March 2012. 

Reportedly, the latest arrivals have joined rebel forces in the Hatay province of 

Turkey.4   

 A new independent positioning  

The fact that the European Union accession process is on life-support has been 

barely noticed in Turkey. Turkey’s emergence as a self-confident international actor 

represents a new equilibrium for a country once most known for its strong 

                                                      
4
 http://www.todayszaman.com/news-274221-fleeing-violence-nearly-500-syrians-pour-into-

turkey.html 

http://www.todayszaman.com/news-274221-fleeing-violence-nearly-500-syrians-pour-into-turkey.html
http://www.todayszaman.com/news-274221-fleeing-violence-nearly-500-syrians-pour-into-turkey.html


transatlantic link and dogmatic pursuit of EU recognition as a “Western” power. 

Turkey’s rebalancing has already caused waves as the perennial questions about 

Turkey’s “axis shift,” in Western capitals. Western observers are accustomed to 

assessing Turkey’s behavior through the prism of convergence with or divergence 

from Western policies and preferences without a critical assessment of Turkey’s own 

agenda in its regions.  

Turkey’s recent conversion to champion of democracy is still as fragile as is its own 

democratization process. It is therefore perplexing that the same Western leaders 

that point to the contradictions and shortcomings of Turkish foreign policy are also 

those that talk about a “Turkish model” that Ankara should promote and Arab 

masses should embrace. The Turkish model is still very much in the making and 

plans to reform the Turkish Constitution among other things such as progress in 

media freedom, gender equality, protection of minorities, and more broadly the rule 

of law - a test for this model to consolidate. When debating Turkey, therefore, the 

real focus will need to be on domestic developments more than foreign policy. 

Whether Turkey will develop into a more liberal type of democracy is more important 

to the future of its foreign policy and the cooperation with the West than speeches 

and initiatives on the regional and world stage.  

Having already been included in Foreign Policy’s Top 100 Global Thinkers list and 

being the top-vote getter for Time Man of the Year, Erdoğan is clearly a man on a 

mission with a newly internationalized reputation. During his tour of the “Arab Spring 

Capitals”, observers marveled at a leader who could lead Friday prayers with the 

faithful in Tunisia and Libya one day and on the very next day lecture the Arab 

League in Egypt on the merits of secularism. Traveling with large business 

entourages across the Maghreb in the face of European colonial legacies, there has 

never been a more successful Turkish champion selling Turkey to its extended 

neighborhood, signifying Ankara’s unique regional role.  

Becoming a decisive partner 

Turkey's newfound swagger and Erdoğan’s emergence as an international leader 

should be welcomed as signs of a more responsible stakeholder in regional stability 

and long-term democratization. Turkish policies and Erdoğan’s populism can 

complement the West if framed within a broader and longer-term perspective of the 

transatlantic alliance that shares common goals and values over short-term tactical 

differences.  

While paying much greater attention on progress in Turkey, Western leaders should 

stop looking at Turkish foreign policy merely in terms of alignment or drift from an 

abstract standard.  More critically and consequentially, they should stop postulating 

as opposed to incarnating by their actions the principles of the ‘West’ that they take 

for granted to represent. The evolution of Turkish foreign policy beyond the lofty 

principles of “zero problems with neighbors” should therefore not simply be criticized, 

but praised by a West that desperately needs Turkey to coordinate and partner with. 

Ankara’s activism across the Maghreb should be welcomed not condemned by Paris 



as both nations share the same long-term interests. While there is an element of 

competition across the rapidly changing region, Turkey’s emergence as a new player 

along with Gulf states such as Qatar and the UAE is rapidly displacing the traditional 

influence of Saudi patronage that used to be the only source for the region’s 

Islamists. 

While traditional Turkish foreign policy has been conservative and inward focused, a 

“new” Turkey that boasts the fastest growing and largest economy in the region has 

far more tools to push its agenda in its own neighborhood. As a result of its own 

process of reform, it is uniquely placed to play a decisive role in the Middle East, 

particularly in the Maghreb that has often been overlooked by Ankara. Turkish 

policies and principles can complement the West if framed within a broader and 

universal perspective of the Middle East that transcends sectarian divides in favor of 

pragmatism. At a moment in which Western leadership is being questioned and 

sectarian tensions continue in the Middle East, the timing has never been more 

opportune to re-focus on the core principles and universal values that have led to the 

emergence of Turkey as a regional leader. 

 


