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From the Desk of the Editor

This issue of TPQ takes up a wide range of problems plaguing the Middle East 
and North Africa today: from internal conflicts and proxy wars to rising sectar-
ianism and the predicament of minorities to strategic incoherence against a po-
tentially global jihadist threat. The need for cooperation and moderation is artic-
ulated by authors of diverse conviction, background, and professional affiliation. 

This issue comes at a time when important game changers are in store for the 
Middle East. The potential effects of a nuclear deal with Iran is one of the factors 
addressed by many authors here. Another important development in the short 
term will be the June 2015 parliamentary elections in Turkey, which will have 
important implications for the Kurdish peace process in itself with far-reaching 
regional repercussions. Given this significance, we are particularly proud to once 
again have contributions from influential figures in three of Turkey’s leading 
political parties on the eve of the elections. 

A common theme running through many of the articles is a cry for the interna-
tional community’s increased military, humanitarian, and diplomatic support in 
overcoming the region’s crises. However, there is an overall lack of clarity as to 
which players or international structures are expected to or mandated to step up. 
Moreover, in cases where external actors do intervene, such actions are more 
often than not also received with controversy and criticism. 

The Minister of Foreign Affairs of Turkey, Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu, provides an 
overview of Turkey’s position regarding pressing issues across the MENA 
region. Looking back to the beginning of the crisis in Syria, the Minister 
attributes fault to the international community for not taking resolute action 
against the Baathist regime. Since the Assad government will only prepare for 
political transition if it is under sufficient pressure, he argues that the priority 
should be for the international community to set up no-fly zones and safe ar-
eas in Syria.

Reminding our readers of developments that render the glass half-full as far 
as prospects for the Middle East are concerned, Çavuşoğlu commends the suc-
cess of Tunisia in setting up a democratic system, welcomes the trend in Europe 
towards recognizing the State of Palestine, and celebrates the prospects of a 
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deal being reached regarding Iran’s nuclear program. He concludes that the re-
gion can transform drastically if it can rise above identity- and ideology-related 
differences. 

In contrast, Şafak Pavey, Member of the Turkish Grand National Assembly of 
the Republican People’s Party (CHP), takes stock with dismay of the turbulent 
regional dynamics that were set into motion across the Middle East by the 2011 
uprisings. Although inspired by the ideals of democracy, pluralism, and inclusive 
governance, Pavey points out that in the four years since the so-called Arab Spring, 
the state of the Middle East has regressed – from the protracted Syrian conflict 
and the failure of Iraq, Libya, and Yemen to assert effective central authority, to 
the jihadist threat of the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) and rampant 
sectarianism. Furthermore, Pavey argues that Turkey’s failed Middle East policy, 
often driven by the politics of sectarian identity, prevents Turkey from being a true 
role model for the region. 

In discussing the turmoil that has engulfed the Middle East, Ekmeleddin 
İhsanoğlu, former Secretary General of the Organization of Islamic Cooperation 
(OIC), offers a historical comparison to the 1684 Peace of Westphalia – the stra-
tegic, peaceful culmination of the destructive Thirty Years’ War, which laid the 
foundations of the modern European order. However, unlike the “Westphalian 
Peace,” İhsanoğlu argues that the 1916 Sykes-Picot Agreement, which was re-
sponsible for carving the map of the modern Middle East, spawned entities that 
were not a genuine reflection of the region’s interests, rather than creating viable 
states. Arguing that the bloodletting and sectarian strife we see in the Middle East 
today are largely an extension of the impunity with which these borders were 
drawn, İhsanoğlu, who is currently running as a candidate for Parliament on an 
Nationalist Movement Party (MHP) ticket, concludes that regional dialogue is 
necessary for bridging differences and building a better future for the region. 

Also taking up the legacy of the near century-old Sykes-Picot Agreement, Dov S. 
Zakheim, Vice Chairman of the Center for the National Interest and the Foreign 
Policy Research Institute, argues that regional dynamics will be increasingly 
influenced by the trilateral competition between Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey 
for dominance in the Middle East. Dr. Zakheim, who was US Under-Secretary of 
Defense from 2001 to 2004, elaborates on the hegemonic prospects of the three 
countries and their differing regional visions. Making the claim that these coun-
tries’ regional clout was to a certain extent grounded in their respective strategic 
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relationships with the US, Zakheim argues that the Obama administration may 
be willing to prioritize Iran over its counterparts, and that Washington’s door 
might therefore not be open as wide to Turkey and Saudi Arabia down the line. 
Zakheim ends by reflecting on the current Iran nuclear deal, arguing that an end 
product that falls short of limiting Iran’s behavior or sponsorship of terrorists 
could have negative consequences for the balance of power in the region and 
beyond. 

The Head of the Foreign Relations Office of the Kurdistan Democratic Party 
(KDP), Hemin Hawrami, attributes the rise of ISIL largely to the sectarian and 
autocratic policies of the central government in Baghdad under Maliki’s leader-
ship, and the lack of cooperation among the different groups in Iraq. He makes 
the case for a coordinated strategy by an international coalition, as well as for 
more international support to the peshmerga, the military forces of the Iraqi 
Kurdistan Region that have been in the forefront of battling ISIL. Hawrami em-
phasizes that the peshmerga do not currently have the weapons necessary to 
destroy this deadly terrorist group. 

However, while recognizing the need for increased military support that Hawrami 
underscores, concerns have been raised, most recently by the International Crisis 
Group (ICG), about the delivery of military assistance to non-state actors in Iraq; 
the concern being that it is accelerating fragmentation within the Kurdish polity, 
increasing tensions between Kurdish forces and Sunni Arabs in Iraq, and paving 
the way for Iran’s increased involvement in Kurdish affairs. According to ICG, 
efforts to transform Kurdish forces into a professional military force should be 
redoubled, and delivery of weapons should be channeled via Baghdad.  

Erşat Hürmüzlü, chief advisor to then-President Abdullah Gül between 2008 and 
2014 and currently a board member of the STFA Construction Group, zooms 
into how the Turkmen minority of Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and Iran has 
been affected by the eruptions in the region. Numbering around 7 million people, 
the Turkmens have suffered greatly but with relatively little external attention 
since the break-up of the Ottoman Empire. In addition to being continuously 
repressed, there have been political junctures in which Turkmens were killed, 
assaulted, deported, Arabized, and so on. However, as a form of peaceful re-
sistance, they have nevertheless been able to maintain their cultural identity. 
Regrettably, according to Hürmüzlü, who is also the Secretary General of the 
Turkish-Arab Dialogue Platform, the plight of Turkmens has not been addressed 
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with efforts necessary to generate improvements. He advocates that Turkey help 
protect the cultural rights of Turkmens and ensure that they are free to live with-
out persecution. He also calls for Turkmens to be more proactive in uniting, 
making their cases known in international platforms, and strengthening bonds 
with other minority groups that face similar problems. 

Turning to another minority’s protection and patronage, the Director of the Middle 
Eastern and Mediterranean Campus of Sciences Po College in Menton, France, 
Bernard el Ghoul, details the revival of Russia’s role as protector of Orthodox 
Christians in the Middle East. While “religious diplomacy” as a soft power tool 
in Russian foreign policy has been developing since the fall of the Soviet Union, 
it has gained importance with the recent wave of persecutions of Christians in 
the Middle East. In the same breath, Moscow has become increasingly critical 
of the secular tendencies in European societies, and weaves criticism of this into 
Russian narratives of values as part of its competition with Europe in Eastern 
Europe and the Middle East. El Ghoul also points to Russia’s alignment with a 
Shiite axis composed of Iran, Syria, and the Lebanese Hezbollah, reflecting on 
how this alignment may be affected down the line if the Iran nuclear deal is con-
cluded. El Ghoul notes that Iran could become a competitor to Russia in terms of 
gas exports towards Asia and Europe. 

Delving into a different dimension of soft power in foreign policymaking, 
Mojtaba Barghandan, who works at the Consulate General of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran in Istanbul, elaborates on the change in Iran’s public diplomacy 
and social media strategy after the 2013 presidential election, which brought 
President Hassan Rouhani to power. Citing examples to this end, Barghandan 
underlines that Tehran has begun to successfully use new media technologies to 
engage in “digital conversations” with the West and the East, in order to counter 
the negative, aggressive image of Iran that has been perpetuated by what he calls 
“the hawkish stances of some key international actors.” Coupled with the prog-
ress marked in the nuclear negotiations with P5+1, Iran’s soft power diplomacy 
marks an ambitious new era for engagement with the world.  

Several of the authors in this issue assess the regional implications of Ankara’s 
revived engagement in the Middle East, particularly in light of the rise (and fall) 
of the “zero problems with neighbors” policy.

Behlül Özkan, Assistant Professor of Political Science and International Relations 
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at Marmara University, reviews the history of the relationship between political 
Islam and the Turkish state, pointing out that Turkey’s Islamists had obtained a 
significant amount of experience in exercising power before the AKP rose to the 
helm of the country in 2002. He argues that, contrary to the popularized narrative 
among conservatives in particular, it was not until the 1990s that the Turkish 
state and the country’s Islamists diverged. According to Özkan, this fallible nar-
rative has led to misinformed conclusions about the prospects of the AKP as a 
model for Islamists in Egypt, Syria, and Tunisia. Though the AKP attempted 
to promote itself as the leader of the Islamic world, subsequent events demon-
strated that Turkey did not have the economic, cultural, or military resources 
this would require. The author relates that it has also become clear by now that 
Turkey’s Islamists never took democratic values to heart, but rather followed in 
the steps of the previous establishment’s elite in practicing cronyism and sup-
pressing political and social opposition. 

Gabriel Mitchell, a PhD candidate in Government and International Affairs at 
Virginia Tech University, also focuses on how Turkey has fallen short of its 
expressed ambitions in the Middle East, zooming in on the factors behind why 
Ankara was unable to play the role of an intermediary in regional conflicts. 
Mitchell, who is also the Israel-Turkey Project Coordinator at the Israeli Institute 
for Regional Foreign Policies, points to two of Turkey’s futile mediation attempts 
– between Israel and Syria in 2009 and between Iran and the P5+1 over imple-
menting a sanctions regime – that ultimately bruised Ankara’s pride, hampered 
its regional ambitions, and led to a deterioration of ties with Israel and the US 
respectively. Turkey possesses neither the carrots nor the sticks to be a suitable 
mediator and should thus focus on settling its own disputes, Mitchell concludes. 

Sabri Sayarı, Professor of Political Science and International Relations at 
Bahçeşehir University, elaborates on the rise in prominence of the Middle East 
in Turkey-US relations since the 2003 Iraq War, as well as the divergence that has 
come about between Washington and Ankara, particularly in their strategies to-
wards the dynamics unleashed by the Arab Spring. According to Sayarı, the rise 
of “pro-Islamist politicians” in Turkey played a role in the country’s becoming 
entangled in the sectarianism that took hold of the region in the wake of the Arab 
uprisings. Other timing issues also played a role in the growing discord with 
Washington. For example, the AKP government’s activism in regional affairs 
came at a time when the Obama administration sought a risk-adverse policy vis-
à-vis regional conflicts. By now, Sayarı suggests, Turkey’s power and capacity 
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to shape regional developments is seen to be relatively weak compared to Iran 
and Saudi Arabia. Had it not been for Turkey’s strategic location and its close 
proximity to Iraq and Syria, Sayarı concludes that Washington would probably 
have been more openly critical about the AKP’s foreign policy in recent years.

Turkey’s increased activism in the Middle East and quest for regional pri-
macy plays a role in the dynamics of another complex strategic relationship: 
that of Turkey and Iran. In a contribution from the Foundation for Defense of 
Democracies (FDD), Merve Tahiroğlu and Behnam Ben Taleblu make the claim 
that Turkey and Iran are best described not with the traditional labels of friends 
and enemies but rather as “frenemies,” a distinction that allows them to walk the 
line between cooperation and competition. As two powerful non-Arab countries 
in the region, Tahiroğlu and Taleblu argue that Turkey and Iran offer different 
regional visions for winning Muslim hearts and minds, but that both of these 
visions are based on similar formulas of championing the Palestinian cause, es-
pousing Islamic ecumenicalism, and promoting their respective political ideol-
ogy as a regional model. Despite their areas of rivalry, the authors conclude 
that economic cooperation, energy dependency, and alignment in Iran’s nuclear 
program ultimately provide the opportunity for the strengthening of bilateral ties 
between Ankara and Tehran. 

Lina Khatib, Director of the Carnegie Middle East Center in Beirut, discusses 
the evolution of Hezbollah – Iran’s key client – into a major political actor 
in Lebanon with significant domestic and regional clout. Taking up the ex-
istential issues of Hezbollah’s weapons and its intervention in Syria, Khatib 
explains that the party’s identity as a protector of Lebanon and consequently 
its domestic political strength will be seriously jeopardized should the party 
lose its important lifeline. Khatib weighs the potential game-changing effects 
a prospective nuclear deal would have on Hezbollah’s future, asserting that the 
party may find its regional autonomy further curbed should the current deal 
come to fruition. 

Melek El Nimer, Founder and Chief Executive of the Unite Lebanon Youth 
Project (ULYP), also shines light on the often under-addressed case of Lebanon, 
examining the country’s challenges in accommodating refugees from Palestine, 
and now Syria, with a particular focus on the situation of the youth. She presents 
an overview of the work that her organization undertakes in aiming to break 
the cycle of fear and societal tension among different communities living in 
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Lebanon. According to El Nimer, forging a united Lebanon starts with the youth 
learning that diversity is something to be celebrated. Through children, families 
can be transformed; in turn, societies can be transformed through families. 

In his article for this issue of TPQ, Itzhak Galnoor, Senior Research Fellow 
at The Van Leer Jerusalem Institute and Herbert Samuel Professor of Political 
Science (emeritus) at Hebrew University of Jerusalem, takes up the evolution 
of democracy in Israel. Galnoor argues that the continuous occupation of the 
territories since 1967, the status of Arab citizens within Israel, the growing  
socio-economic gaps, and the unresolved relationship between the state and re-
ligion are weak links in Israel’s democracy, ultimately rendering its trajectory 
“interrupted.” Galnoor also points to Israel’s experiment with the direct election 
of the prime minister in the early 2000s as a futile attempt to change the system, 
increase voter turnout, and enhance governability. As recommendations for im-
proving Israel’s democratic system of governance, the author advises strength-
ening the Parliament and protecting the rights of Israel’s minorities. 

Based on fieldwork in Egypt, Liina Mustonen, a PhD candidate at the European 
University Institute in Florence, argues that issues of gender were politicized 
during the end of Morsi’s rule in order to pit the ideals of modernity and lib-
eralism against those of social and religious conservatism. The encroachment 
on women’s freedom during Muslim Brotherhood rule was a major catalyz-
ing factor taken up by Morsi’s opponents. However, instead of Morsi’s ouster 
and the post-Morsi political order bringing about a progressive gender agenda, 
Mustonen argues that the political will for improving women’s rights has gone 
back into the shadows. 

We hope you, our readers, find the analysis we provide in this issue useful in il-
luminating some of the complex dynamics in the Middle East that will continue 
to play themselves out, develop into new paradigms, and likely affect balances 
of power in the region for some time to come. 

On a more personal note, I would like to announce that I have assumed a new 
position at the International Crisis Group as Turkey/Caucasus Senior Analyst, 
and will be taking a more back-seat role at TPQ, leaving the day-to-day run-
ning of the journal to the dynamic team that we have developed over the years. 
TPQ will no doubt continue to thrive, as it has already evolved into a solid plat-
form for policy debates on Turkey and its neighborhood, developed an engaged 
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readership, and established a strong institutional identity, pushing the boundaries 
of discussion with uncompromising independence. I would like to thank all of 
our supporters, authors, and readers for contributing to what have been 13 deep-
ly satisfying years at the helm of this institution. 

We would like to thank the Consulate General of the Kingdom of the Netherlands 
in Istanbul for their generous support of the project “The State of Democracy in 
Turkey.” In the framework of this project, TPQ organized two panel discussions 
that brought together differing views with various backgrounds on matters re-
garding the quality of Turkey’s democracy. The panel on social media freedoms 
titled “Turkey’s Social Media Landscape” was held at Kadir Has University on 
19 March 2015, while the panel on gender rights titled “Differing Approaches on 
Women’s Rights: ‘Equality’ and ‘Justice’” took place at Yüzüncü Yıl University 
in Van on 15 April 2015. We greatly appreciate the hospitality of these two 
universities. 

These panels were broadcast live on TPQ’s website and screened at universities 
around Turkey to encourage online participation in the discussions. We would 
like to extend our thanks to Okan University, Yeni Yüzyıl University, Eskişehir 
Anadolu University, Kayseri Abdullah Gül University, and Dicle University for 
partnering with us in organizing these broadcasts at their campuses, and to the 
online participants, who enriched the debates with their questions and comments 
via Twitter. We are also thankful to IQTV for its high quality broadcasting ser-
vices. Complete videos of these events can be viewed on TPQ’s website (in 
Turkish): http://turkishpolicy.com/events

With this issue of TPQ we are honored to welcome a new advisory board mem-
ber, Namık Tan, who brings a wealth of experience and expertise. As a career dip-
lomat, most recently he served as Spokesman of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
of Turkey (2004-2007), Ambassador to Israel (2007-2009) and Ambassador to 
the US (2010-2014). He has since left the diplomatic corps and is now a board 
member of the STFA Group.

We would like to extend a special thanks to Finansbank – the premium corpo-
rate sponsor of this issue. The support of our corporate sponsors is indispensible 
for us to continue publishing cutting-edge content on Turkey and its neighbor-
hood. In this regard, we are thankful for the continuing backing we receive from 
Akbank, Aksa, AvivaSA, Borusan Oto/BMW, BP Turkey, Citroën, Esen Yacht, 
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Ford, Odea Bank, STFA, TEB, and Turcas Petrol. We are also delighted to wel-
come Generali and Monaco Tourism Authority among our supporters.  

As always, we appreciate the long-standing, generous support from Kadir Has 
University and the outreach provided by our media partner Hürriyet Daily News. 

D. Nigâr Göksel 


