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TURKISH DELIGHT?
THE FEASIBILITY 

OF THE “TURKISH MODEL” 
FOR EGYPT

While comparisons and arguments for why the Turkish Model is relevant 
to burgeoning MENA countries now undergoing transition abound, the 
infeasibilities of “selling” this model have been less explored. This article 
makes the argument that positing Turkey’s successes in the last decades 
as a “model” for transitioning MENA countries is counter-productive. The 
author examines this concept primarily through the lens of Turkey-Egypt 
relations. The first section discusses the feasibility of the Turkish model from 
the perspective of Egyptians themselves; the second section discusses the 
ideological challenges and discrepancies between the AKP and Egypt’s 
eclectic hues of Islamists, including some revealing gender constituency 
challenges for Egypt’s two largest Islamist political parties. Finally, the author 
offers some policy recommendations to the proponents of the Turkish model 
in engaging a transitioning Egypt.

* Mohamed S. Younis is a Washington based, Senior Analyst and Senior Practice Consultant at The Gallup Organization.
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any have opined on the relevance of the “Turkish model” of 
democratization for a changing Middle East and North Africa 
(hereinafter MENA) region. Yet few have explored the feasibility of such 
a model from the perspective of the willingness of those in the region 
to embrace Ankara as a guide. No one can deny Turkey’s remarkable 

economic and political accomplishments in the past decades. In a neighborhood 
of post-Soviet economic stagnation and at times political crisis, Turkey has found 
a way to mobilize its greatest asset: the talents of the Turkish people and their 
entrepreneurial spirit. This shift has taken the country from once being known for 
its ultra-nationalism and military prowess to one that is synonymous with economic 
vibrancy, international trade, and democratization. 

As talks on joining the European Union fell into disarray, and the EU’s economic 
crisis followed, Turkey began to speed up what was already a clear strategy 
geared towards re-engaging a region that seemed to have fallen off the Turkish 
map for a century. Initially, cultural and social investments such as the popular 
Arabic dubbed soap opera series and programs in Arabic on Turkish stations were 
launched. Now, the uprisings in some MENA countries and revolutions in others 
have offered Turkey a golden moment to engage quickly and forcefully on hardcore 
political, economic, and democracy-promoting policies across the Mediterranean. 

As the largest country in the Arab world and with its political and military leader 
ousted, Egypt is now the central stage and the perfect case-study for examining 
the feasibility of exporting the Turkish model to the region. In fact, recent actions of 
Turkey’s leaders demonstrate the centrality of Egypt to this dynamic. For example, 
President Abdullah Gül was the first head of state to visit the country after Former 
President Mubarak’s ouster. While the tragically deteriorating conditions in Syria 
present Turkey with real economic, political and security challenges, the “play” for 
Turkey in Syria is much more of a sub-regional concern for containment than a 
region-wide opportunity of influence. If Turkey wishes to export its model regionally, 
it must do so through the gates of Cairo. 

Additionally, the geopolitical similarities between Turkey and Egypt are not 
completely lost. Similarly to Egypt, with nearly 80 million citizens and a considerable 
military presence, Turkey is a country surrounded by neighbors that are mostly 
smaller in size and heavily reliant on the politics and economic posture emanating 
from Ankara. In both countries the military has historically been the most politically 
influential national institution. Also, the public of both have a deep sense of pride 
in their past leadership, as crucial components of what was the Islamic Caliphate: 
a sense of having a natural place in the region, as a leader, is at the helm within 
both societies. 
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What Model do Egyptians Want?

Such similarities, while appearing coincidental to some, have an enormous impact 
on the social psychology of both Egyptian and Turkish publics. This psychology 
is an essential component of how both Turkish and Egyptian leaders engage the 
issue of the Turkish Model, or any foreign model, in a changing MENA region. 

A sentiment of suspicion regarding external “models” is clearly demonstrated 
in Gallup’s polling in Egypt1 since the overthrow of the former President Hosni 
Mubarak. When asked which country should serve as a political model for Egypt’s 
future2 government, in December of 2011, eleven percent of Egyptians cited 
Turkey. Although a minority, it is notable that this rate in March 2011 was only two 
percent. On the other hand, twice as many – 22 percent – Egyptians see Saudi 
Arabia as a model for Egypt’s political transition. 

It is important to first note that the 
question is open ended and does 
not mention any country in specific. 
Additionally, it is equally important to 
note that with the exception of the U.S. 
(eight percent), no other country received 
a substantial following. In December 
of 2011, more than half of Egyptians 
said “none” or refused to answer the 
question all together, highlighting that a 
whole sale importation of any system is 
not an appetizing proposition to most 
Egyptians eager to craft their own 
domestic Egyptian model. 

In fact, ultra-nationalist sentiment in Egypt has only increased since Mubarak’s 
overthrow, and, to a great degree, is demonstrated in the current rhetoric of Cairo 
regarding foreign funded NGO’s and their activities in the country. In fact, a high 
level of distrust is eminent in Egyptian public opinion. In December of 2011, seventy 
four percent of Egyptians said they oppose U.S. aid to civil society organizations 
in the country. This sentiment is now being forcefully espoused by both Egypt’s 

1Data in this article are from Gallup’s quarterly polling in Egypt since March of 2011. Samples are nationally representative and gathered 
according to Gallup’s World Poll Methodology. All interviews are conducted face-to-face, within Egyptian households in the Arabic lan-
guage. For a complete description of The Gallup World Poll Methodology See: https://worldview.gallup.com/content/methodology.aspx. 
2 With the exception of Egyptian attitudes on sources of economic aid, this article is the primary source of publication for all Gallup data 
included herein.
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military rulers and civilian government authorities to defend against complaints by 
U.S. officials regarding the ongoing investigation of such groups in the country. A 
majority of Egyptians express a similar sentiment when asked about whether they 
support economic aid from the U.S. in general: seventy one percent opposed in 
December of 2011, a nineteen percentage point spike since Mubarak’s ouster. 
This statistic is not surprising for those familiar with how USAID in Egypt has 
become synonymous with a sort of “bought sovereignty” where Egyptian foreign 
policy primarily serves not the Egyptian people’s interest but those of the U.S.
As an example of this distrust, when asked about whether the U.S. will support 
peoples in the region fashioning their own political system as they see fit, 77 percent 
of Egyptians say the U.S. will not allow the peoples of the region to exercise their 
autonomy. Additionally, when asked a similar question about whether the U.S. 
is serious about supporting democracy in the region, a majority (73 percent) of 
Egyptians say it is not. These sentiments highlight the high level of distrust that 
many Egyptians express towards the world’s strongest power.

One could quickly point to isolationism 
in general or anti-American sentiment, 
in particular, as the cause of these 
attitudes. Yet the data highlight that 
something else is at play. When 
Egyptians are asked similar questions 
about aid from international institutions 
such as the IMF or World Bank, half 
of Egyptians say they would support 
such a package.3  When asked about 
neighboring Arab governments offering 
aid, the rate of approval shoots up to 
68 percent. These data taken together 
highlight that Egyptians are concerned 
with the influence of a powerful global 

superpower overwhelming their sovereignty and independence but feel less 
threatened by receiving aid form much smaller countries in the region, which, 
although they are wealthier, would find it geopolitically very challenging to dominate 
the country’s policies and actions. 

This environment makes discussion of a Turkish “model” as an agenda item not 
only infeasible but extremely counter-productive in the current political atmosphere 
in Egypt. Many forget that for most Egyptians, Turkey, while respected as a regional 

3 “Most Egyptians Oppose U.S. Economic Aid,” Gallup, 6 February 2012, 
http://www.gallup.com/poll/152471/Egyptians-Oppose-Economic-Aid.aspx
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leader and important economic trade partner today, is still viewed from a historic 
lens in Egypt , as a colonial power that ruled the country under Ottoman rule for 
nearly four centuries (1517-1914). 

Much of the anti-colonial ultra-nationalist rhetoric that has taken hold of the country 
lately could as effectively and quickly take hold against an explicit and public effort 
by Turkey to present its “lessons” in democracy as a model for Egyptians. In fact, 
this dynamic played out to a minor degree during the fallout of Prime Minister 
Erdoğan’s latest trip to Egypt where he called on the people of Egypt to establish 
a secular state. Despite being, arguably, one of the most popular current leaders 
of the region, Prime Minister Erdoğan was widely criticized in Egyptian press for 
attempting to dictate to Egyptians what they should do in their own country. 

A further example of the sensitivities that chanting the blessings of the Turkish 
model can uncover when engaging Egyptians was witnessed by the author in a 
recent prestigious working group forum in İstanbul. The gathering, organized by 
the Hollings Center for International Dialogue, brought together Egyptian, Tunisian, 
Syrian, American and Turkish researchers, experts, business persons and retired 
diplomats. The objective was to discuss the feasibility of the Turkish model for the 
economies of the “Arab Spring” countries. At some point during the discussion, 
a highly respected Turkish business person declared that Turkey is the natural 
“big brother” of Egypt and, thus, any suggestion that the Turkish model was not 
relevant is in fact absurd. The reaction to these statements were so vociferous that 
the discussion quickly descended into a recalling of, what some of the Egyptians 
at the table described as, the Orwellian Ottoman posture resurfacing in a now 
politically vulnerable Arab world. It is notable that this reaction was unique to the 
Egyptian participants in the room and not adopted by colleagues from Tunisia or 
Syria who were also participating in the dialogue.   

In the context of Egyptian sentiments on aid sources (discussed above), a regional 
(and emerging global) leader as economically successful and militarily powerful as 
Turkey, in the minds of most Egyptians, falls into the category of the U.S. rather 
than the small Arab Gulf countries or international institutions run by a cooperation 
of countries, such as the World Bank. In this light, a “Turkish model” promotion 
strategy could very quickly be branded domestically as resurgent post-Ottoman/
Turkish regional hegemony. 
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Egypt’s Islamist Heterogeneity 

In addition to democratization from military rule, the other side of the coin in the 
Turkish model is the Islamist political victory phenomenon. As Islamists in some 
Arab Spring countries (and non-Arab Spring countries such as Morocco) have 
had noticeable success in election to parliaments and national councils from the 
Maghreb to Kuwait, arguments for the relevance of the AKP experience increased. 
These voices often present the AKP as a more “enlightened” and pluralistic 
approach to Islamist political leadership, potentially able to dissuade Islamists in 
some Arab Spring countries from taking hardline ideological positions that set the 
stage for a disempowered predicament for women and religious minorities. 

In the wake of Mubarak’s ouster, voices across the West, and some within Egypt, 
began to express concern over the rise of Islamists to power. In fact, such fears 
became reality as Islamist parties now hold nearly seven out of every ten seats in 
the newly elected Egyptian Parliament. Yet within this pool of Egyptian Islamist 
parties and candidates are a plethora of ideologies, religious movements, and 
outlooks. Many have drawn a distinction between the Muslim Brotherhood and 
“Salafis” in the political process, highlighting the former as a seasoned political 
movement and the latter as an inexperienced and idealistic puritanical one. While 
the success of the Muslim Brotherhood’s Freedom and Justice Party (FJP) may 
not have been as surprising, the 20 percent vote for the Salafi affiliated Nour Party 
shocked many. 

However, it should be noted that support for both the Nour Party and the FJP have 
been consistent across gender lines, with Egyptian women and men expressing 
statiscially similar levels of support. Additionally, Gallup’s research in Egypt over the 
past several years has consistently found strong majorities of the public asserting 
that women should in fact enjoy equal legal rights as men and be permitted to hold 
any job for which they are qualified.  

Such  attitudes on the part of the Egyptian public regarding the rights of women 
are not to be underestimated in their potential for impacting the willingness of 
continued support for Islamists in future elections should their rhetoric begin to 
focus on conservative and at times patriarchal views on the role of women in 
Egyptian society. This could easily occur if mysoginistic sentiments on the part of 
male Islamist party members become the focus of their national agenda. Currently, 
the political and parliamentary discourse within Egypt is squarely focused on 
unclenching the grip of economic stagnation and restoring stability in the country. 
As time passes, and the shift focuses beyond the immediate and pressing stability 
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void in the country, more Islamist party members are likely to begin to espouse their 
views on ideological religious affairs. In fact such rhetoric has already surfaced in 
the mainstream media from some candidates for presidency, such as Hazem Abu 
Ismail. The former Brotherhood affiliate recently announced that Egyptian women 
must wear the veil or change their “creed,” implying that, as president, he would 
support such ideologically charged legislation aimed at having the state define 
religious matters historically avoided by the past governments of modern Egypt. 

Despite the fact that the veil is worn by many Egyptian women, in lieu of the 
perceptions on women’s rights above and the overwhelming support among 
Islamist and non-Islamist women for broad social and legal rights for women, 
such sentiments, if acted upon or presented as a major agenda platform, would 
likely alienate many female Islamist supporters in the country. As the data above 
and other research at Gallup has highlighted, the overwhelming vote for such 
movements among many Egyptians does not seem to be ideologically based but 
rather politically or socially motivated in hopes that a vote for Islamists is a vote for 
accountability and transparency. 

While the AKP is popular in today’s Turkey, that was not always the case. In 
fact, some have argued that the AKP’s popularity only fully bloomed after many 
recognized that their fiscal and economic policies were enabling the country to 
seriously improve its standard of living and job opportunities. 

The case of the Central Anatolian region, and what has been dubbed as the 
Anatolian Tigers, represents a “new” middle class in Turkey no longer dependent on 
the state for economic energy and opportunity but instead reliant on the economic 
successes of Small and Medium Enterprises (SME) and the private sector more 
broadly. 

In this sense, the rise of Islamists in Turkey is chronologically inverse to their 
trajectory in Egypt. For the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood and Salafi movements, 
responsibility was thrust upon them in a political vacuum as the only trusted and 
viable option to Mubarak remnants or “secular liberals” who, in some cases, failed 
to organize politically or were cast as too closely affiliated with Western countries 
or ideologies. Thus, success on turning the country’s economic crisis around 
and restoring confidence in major government institutions such as the ministry of 
interior and local police are the major test for Egypt’s Islamists. Should they fail, 
support for these movements may be seriously jeopardized, completely shifting 
the relevance of the “Islamist” component of the Turkish model for Egypt. 
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Simply put, as the AKP organically and gradually built a constituency which, 
although is inspired by an embracing of Islamic identity, is equally motivated by 
the economic success the country has seen under their rule, Egypt’s Islamists 
have been handed the basket of “worries” as a test. Their continued wide-spread 
support will greatly depend not on espousing views on the role of women in 
society but on solving the economic and security challenges of the day. Unlike their 
Turkish counterparts, this ability to lead and “deliver” is not yet evident with Egypt’s 
Islamists. Their political support, as demonstrated above, is not as coherent as it is 
the case in Turkey. Thus, an over-emphasis on exporting the enlightened Islamist 

component of the Turkish model may 
not be as relevant in Egypt’s upcoming 
election cycles as it was in the previous: 
a reason for caution in “marrying” the 
lessons to be learned from Turkey’s 
successes with the “Islamist” brand 
stamp. 

Policy Recommendations

While it would be extremely ill advised 
to ignore Turkey’s political and 
economic success of the last decades 

as irrelevant to Egypt’s transition, openly touting the “Turkish model” approach 
wholly becomes an unintended barrier to Egypt’s ability to benefit from the 
remarkable accomplishments of their neighbor to the north. Yet needless to say, 
a more democratic and economically successful Egypt is not only good for the 
region as a whole but, more specifically, crucial for the ultimate success or failure 
of what has been termed the “Arab Spring.” 

The following are ways in which those who wish to see the successes of Turkey 
organically replicated in Egypt should act.

Turkish government and business leaders should:

• Immediately cease discussing Turkey’s successes as a “model” to be emulated: 
as discussed above, ultra-nationalist sentiment and suspicion of foreign influence 
dominating Egyptian policies and politics is rife within the country. Memories of a 
colonial history of Ottoman rule coupled with Turkey’s currently powerful position 
in the region could very easily result in Turkey being seen with the same sort of 
suspicion that the U.S. currently finds itself facing across Egypt’s government and 
populous.
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• Focus their engagements on boosting direct business-to-business partnerships 
in Egypt: while it is important for Turkey’s political leaders to encourage and 
politically support Egypt’s transition, Turkey’s Minister of Commerce and Trade 
should be the most relevant government official to Egypt currently. 

Turkish businesses are abundant within the country, including major manufacturing 
plants in some of Egypt’s most crucial industries. Working with such businesses to 
stay and grow in Egypt is crucial at this stage. While most foreign capital has been 
fleeing the country since Mubarak’s ouster, the Turkish government in cooperation 
with Turkish businesses should demonstrate their commitment to Egypt’s success 
by “staying in business” and making that fact known to the Egyptian public. While 
the current political and economic turmoil may not make such a posture appealing 
for the time being, with over 80 million residents, Egypt is not only a major “market” 
for Turkish businesses but also a crucial source of cheaper labor for Turkish owned 
manufacturing enterprises within Egypt. Demonstrating an understanding of this 
reality and acting upon it publically will go a long way in building “good will”, a 
gateway to increased trade and mutual benefit. 

• Lead an effort to create an Egypt “rescue package” with new and unlikely 
partners: as a major trade power in the eastern hemisphere and a country with 
religious and historic ties to Egypt, Turkey is well positioned to lead an effort at 
building an economic aid rescue package for Egypt’s transition. With major trading 
partners in Central Asia such as Kazakhstan and other western partners such as 
Brazil, Turkey could effectively bring together a coalition of countries not as directly 
suffering from the global economic downturn that have “clean hands” politically 
within the region. Unlike the U.S. or EU, such countries enjoy a higher modicum of 
trust and goodwill within the region. Such an approach would also be in line with 
Turkey’s geopolitical strategy at working creatively with partners across the globe 
to provide an alternative force to U.S. hegemony. (As demonstrated in its attempts 
to work with Brazil and Russia on engaging Iran on nuclear proliferation). Such 
a position would be widely welcome within Egypt’s halls of power as well as the 
street since the current crisis regarding the annual U.S. aid package has left the 
domestic political and economic situation in turmoil. 

All of the above goals and approaches should be conducted with a clear and 
vocal commitment to contributing to Egypt’s private sector growth as the only 
sustainable attempt at growing Egypt’s middle class. As the success of SME’s and 
the private sector were a major part of Turkey’s recent economic achievements, 
Ankara in many ways is the perfect partner, not the “big brother”, to engage the 
largest country, and consumer market, in the Arab world. 

THE “TURKISH MODEL” FOR EGYPT


