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From the Desk of the Editor

In this issue of TPQ, we take up a wide selection of topics pertaining to upheaval 
in the tumultuous Middle East and North Africa – the so-called “Arab Spring” or 
“Arab Awakening”. In particular, this issue surveys geopolitical shifts, political and 
economic governance questions, and debates about the interaction between 
Islam and democracy across Turkey and the Arab world. As always, the topics are 
covered by authors of diverse conviction, nationality, and background. 

In an exclusive interview with TPQ, His Majesty King Abdullah II expresses 
confidence that the Arab Spring will prove to have been a good thing, providing 
opportunities for Arabs to forge better lives for themselves. However, he also 
points out that an “Arab winter” may come first – meaning temporary setbacks – 
as has been the case in the evolutions of many of today’s strongest democracies. 

There is no going back on the legitimate aspiration of the people to have a larger 
say in the way their societies are governed, he underlines. This hope is based on 
the establishment of accountable systems, which will ensure that the “failure to 
uphold freedoms” and deliver economic growth will result in responsible parties 
not getting re-elected. 

Underlining the importance of reviving the peace process for the region at large, 
and for Jordan, King Abdullah II warns that the window of opportunity for peace is 
quickly narrowing. The resolution of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict is key to defusing 
the risk of a standoff with Iran, he opines. 

Jordan’s King labels the Arab Spring a “wonderful opportunity” for Jordan in terms 
of breaking the resistance of the “old guard” and giving impetus to reforms of 
democratic transformation. 2012, he points out, will be key in progressing towards 
a parliamentary government, for which he himself is also “impatient.”  He also 
shares his views about the compatibility of Islam and democracy, Jordan as an 
example for other countries, the Syrian crisis, sectarian divides, and more. 

Also in an exclusive interview, renowned historian Bernard Lewis attributes Turkey’s 
historical progress to the practice of self-critique and women’s empowerment. 
Though skeptical about the nation’s direction at the moment, these are the qualities 
that Lewis puts his hope in for the future of Turkey. Enabling critical discussion and 
minimizing patronage-based structures will be key, he asserts. 

Though Turkey can play a leading role in the Middle East, in Professor Lewis’s 
view, it remains an open question whether this role will strengthen Turkey in 
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the global arena or not. This will depend on how Turkey uses this influence – to 
what end, and in what direction. Underlining the weakness of human capital and 
innovation across the Arab world, Lewis expresses concern that as oil and gas 
loose importance, the region will shrink in global significance. Turkey needs to 
qualify and quantify its investment in this region accordingly, he warns. 

Decisions made today, regarding open, frank and critical discussions, innovation 
and women’s freedoms will determine how the future of Turkey, and of the region 
at large, is shaped. The interview also covers topical questions such as whether 
secularism is a viable objective in the transitioning Arab countries, and why “the 
West” seems to systematically misread the intentions of the region’s internal 
players. 

In her contribution to this issue of TPQ, Irina Bokova, Director-General of UNESCO, 
outlines the “software for peace” in the post-revolution environment of the Middle 
East. Elaborating on the principles and strategic objectives that have guided 
UNESCO action in the Arab Spring, Bokova underlines the importance of quality 
education, the sciences, protecting cultural heritage and fostering freedom of 
expression and the media. 

“History shows that democracy is more than the euphoria that accompanies popular 
demonstrations and uprisings,” she quotes as she lays out the key areas UNESCO 
focuses on, including developing skills in line with labor market requirements and 
contributing to the development of a genuine culture of democracy. As such, 
UNESCO’s work towards social transformation lays the foundations for sustainable 
peace, development and democratic reforms. 

Woven throughout the content of this issue of TPQ is also the role of Turkey – as 
a model and as a geopolitical player.  

Steven Cook, Senior Fellow for Middle Eastern Studies at the Council on Foreign 
Relations, points out that Ankara “stumbled” in responding to the uprisings in 
Libya and Syria by seeking “negotiated ends to the crises that would have left 
both Muammer Qadhafi and Bashar al Assad in place.” Cook elaborates on 
how Turkey’s zero problems with neighbors policy coontained no differentiation 
between the kind of neighboring government Ankara would associate itself with 
more closely. He also shares the view that as Arabs shed dictatorships, they will 
likely seek their own solutions rather than follow Turkey. 

Elaborating on the case of Turkey’s Syria scramble, Bruce Mabley argues that 
Turkey has been has been “unable to effectively seize the moral initiative and high 
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ground that would have enabled it to play the leading role as an intellectual leader” 
of the Arab awakening – or aggiornamento. He points out in particular that Turkey 
hesitated when faced with the Syrian conflict and has not been able to portray 
daring action or leadership. Moreover, Mabley argues that Turkish “soft power” did 
nothing to stop the decline of its hard power assets and that Turkey has appeared 
like a “paper tiger.”

Seasoned former diplomat and İstanbul deputy of the main opposition party CHP, 
Osman Korutürk explains that the AKP government’s Middle East policy is driven 
by a longing for “lost Ottoman grandeur.” 

Elaborating on the nature of opposition in the Arab Spring countries, Korutürk 
explains that only religious movements operating from the mosques were able to 
survive in the Arab countries where opposition was suppressed. This resulted in 
the current political constellation in which opposition in the region is concentrated 
in strong Islamic fundamentalist formations, besides terror-centered groups. While 
the internet and social media have empowered regime opponents who do not 
subscribe to radicalizm, they have not been able to form effective and enduring 
opposition movements in such a short time, he points out. 

Ambassador Korutürk argues against “Western” attempts to create a moderately 
Islamic and relatively democratic Sunnite “belt” in the Middle East for which 
Turkey’s AKP would supposedly serve as a model and leader. He points out 
that the antidote to radicalism is not “moderate Islam” and warns against “social 
engineering” on the part of the West based on incorrect assumptions about 
realities of target societies. The uprisings in the Arab world reflect aspirations for 
democracy, freedoms and prosperity and these ends are what the West should 
focus on supporting, he asserts. 

What Turkey has to offer the transition countries of the region has been an issue of 
lively debate. As Turkey is being presented as an inspiration to others, the country 
itself is steeped in feuds entangling state institutions of the highest order. While 
basic pillars of good governance and democracy, such as judiciary independence 
and freedom of expression are under question, posing as an example for other 
countries in the region to emulate can appear ironic. 

From Baku to Tunis, there are certainly aspects of Turkey’s experience that 
are relevant to activists and progressive government representatives. Turkey’s 
example presumably demonstrates that authoritarianism is not necessary to curb 
Islamization. However, there are also many unique qualities of Turkey’s decades-
long evolution that set it apart, not least its strong middle class and the strong 
influence of Europe on the country. 

FROM THE DESK OF THE EDITOR
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Much as the newly independent states after the collapse of the Soviet Union were 
eager to embrace their own nationalism and skeptical about having a big brother 
in the form of Turkey, countries of the Arab Spring are also ambivalent about 
Turkish involvement in forging their future. Prime Minister Erdoğan’s political advice 
during his Arab Spring tour, during which he visited Egypt, Libya, and Tunisia in 
September 2011, was accordingly met with mixed reactions. 

Mohamed Younis, Senior Analyst of Gallup, argues that “positing Turkey’s 
successes in the last decades as a “model” for transitioning MENA countries 
is counter-productive.” Zooming into the case of Egypt, which he notes as the 
perfect case study for examining the feasibility of exporting the Turkish model to 
the region, Younis reminds us of the lens through which Egyptians view Turkey, 
and the effect of the colonial history under Ottoman rule. Based on recent poll 
results, Younis argues that rising nationalism and distrust of foreign domination 
lead Egyptians to be wary about creating conditions where one power could exert 
too much influence on their country, and that they are eager to craft their own 
domestic Egyptian model. 

Knowledge of the field, weak networks and relevant language skills also curb Turkish 
intellectual transfer to counterparts in the Arab world. In terms of experience with 
civil resistance or transitioning from oligarchic structures, reforming the police or 
building alliances of change or devising power sharing structures, experiences of 
countries as different as Portugal and Poland, Georgia or Bosnia are also relevant 
for these new actors. Turkey will indeed find its own place in this wider mix as an 
important point of reference, but not the only one. 

Akın Algan, Ambassador of the Republic of Turkey to Tunisia, details Turkey’s 
policies towards Tunisia in the wake of the 14 January revolution. The Ambassador 
underlines that Turkey has been on the side of the Tunisian people all along and 
that Turkey acts in accordance with the understanding that the course of the 
Tunisian economy “could make or break the revolution.” 

There is also vast diversity across the Wider Middle East, and within many countries 
of the region. In her contribution to TPQ, Minister of Culture of the Kingdom of 
Bahrain, Mai bint Mohammed Al Khalifa, relates how in her country, the definition 
of nationhood and identity has become a source of conflict, with people being 
grouped into political alignments based on religious denomination and ethnicity. 
This trend, she notes, is marginalizing religious minorities, secular groups, and the 
majority of foreign residents.  The Minister concludes by underlining that a social 
fabric and political structure that accommodates diversity is particularly important 
for Bahrain’s future. 
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The theme of women resonates throughout the analysis provided by authors in this 
issue of TPQ. King Abdullah II underlines the role of “the active and courageous 
participation of women,” in the Arab Spring and states that “no lasting positive 
change can ever be achieved unless women are an integral part of it.” Mohamed 
Younis accommodates the possibility that Islamists, popular in Egypt today, 
might lose support down the line because of their patriarchal views on the rights 
and role of women. Underlining the notion that a country cannot modernize and 
develop if half of the population is not kept at par, Bernard Lewis traces Turkey’s 
“Westernization” to the soul searching in the early years of the Republic and the 
importance attributed to empowering women. 

This issue of TPQ also assesses various aspects of Turkey’s domestic challenges 
related to reconciling Islam with nationalism and accommodating differences 
within Islam such as in an article by William Armstrong. In their joint article, Zeynep 
Alemdar of Okan University and Rana Birden Çorbacıoğlu of the Global Relations 
Forum focus on the recent “dialogue” initiative of the Turkish government towards 
the Alevis of Turkey.  

The role of Russia and of an upgraded Israel-NATO relations in “balancing” the 
region is addressed in this issue as well.  Russia’s upcoming elections in March 
2012, domestic protests and the risk of internet censorship are developments 
resonating in Turkey’s Black Sea neighborhood. 

Elaborating on the Mediterranean Dialogue, Matthew Mark Horn argues that Israel 
can serve as a “strategic counter balance to an impending nuclear Iran.” 

Arvid Vormann’s article covers female genital mutilation, focusing on how it is dealt 
with in the Kurdish Northern Iraq and arguing that fighting this problem should be 
considered a human rights commitment. 

There are many countries and factions in the region which did not find representation 
in this one issue of TPQ – most have either had their views represented in TPQ in 
the past, and/or will in the future. For an Iranian perspective on regional security 
and NATO’s role in the Middle East, for example, you may view the previous issue 
of TPQ, Fall 2011, in which IPIS Director Mostafa Dolatyar shared his perspectives. 
I would like to encourage you to visit the TPQ website to explore the past 10 years 
of TPQ coverage, at www.turkishpolicy.com.

TPQ has been fostering constructive policy debates on Turkey and its neighborhood 
for ten years. Since the journals inception, as we cover pressing and sometimes 
polarizing issues, and support democratization, we have ensured the voices of 
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both authorities and opposition are represented in our pages. These days, as 
developments in Turkey and its neighborhood grab the attention of the world, and 
Turkey experiences dramatic domestic upheavals, we believe the need for critical, 
balanced, and an interdisciplinary approach is ever more important.

The development of TPQ continues to be the result of strong teamwork. In this 
issue, particularly in preparing for and processing the interview with Bernard Lewis, 
the volunteered time and effort of our editorial assistants Hannah Miller and Niklas 
Anzinger was critical. 

As TPQ, our strongest asset remains to be our dedicated team, as well as our 
friends beyond who motivate us with their confidence and support us by sharing 
their time, knowledge, and network. 

We continue to thrive on our close collaboration and partnership with Kadir Has 
University, and benefit from our support in the media, from Hürriyet Daily News, AB 
Haber, Euractiv, and others. 

We would like to extend a special thanks to the institutional sponsor of this issue, 
Garanti Bankası. We also appreciate the continuing support of Beko, Türkiye İs 
Bankası, TAV, Akbank, Finansbank, and BP Turkey.
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